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Blood dripped from Delphine's fingers onto the ancient stone. Each drop ignited with silver flame before it struck the floor.

She couldn't remember how she'd gotten here. This chamber beneath the palace writhed with shadows like living things, and the air tasted of copper and prophecy. Her chest heaved as she stared at the body before her.

The assassin's eyes were still open, frozen in death. The mark burned into his chest made her stomach lurch—her handprint, seared through leather and flesh, still glowing with otherworldly heat.

She hadn't meant to do it. She didn't even know she could.

"Impressive." A voice like smoke and darkness filled the chamber. "Though I expected nothing less from the one the prophecy speaks of."

Delphine spun, bloodied hands raised defensively. From the deepest shadows stepped a figure that made her heart stop.

Xerxes. The Dragon Prince, the Shadow Lord, the nightmare parents told their children about.

But seeing him was nothing like the stories. His beauty was terrible—carved from moonlight and malice, with eyes that held the gleam of ancient scales.

"You're supposed to be imprisoned," she whispered, backing against the wall. Ice stone pressed against her spine.

"Chains cannot hold what darkness itself has blessed." He moved closer. She could smell ash and winter on him. "Just as mortality cannot contain what burns inside you, little flame."

"I don't—" 

Footsteps thundered down the corridor. Hadrick's voice echoed, calling her name with desperate urgency. She'd been missing for three days, though to her it felt like minutes.

"They'll kill you for what you've done here." Xerxes gestured to the corpse. "The court already whispers of your strangeness. Severin has been particularly vocal about the danger you pose."

"I was defending myself!"

"Against a member of the royal guard?" His smile was sharp as broken glass. "How convenient that he attacked the very girl Elysia claims will either save or damn us all."

The footsteps were closer. Steel sang as swords were drawn. Her hands still glowed with that terrible silver light.

She couldn't make it stop.

"Come with me." Xerxes extended a hand wreathed in shadow. "Or stay and burn for a crime you don't understand."

The door burst open.

Hadrick stood framed in torchlight, his sword already swinging toward Xerxes, his eyes wide with horror at the scene before him—
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Chapter 1: The Taste of Betrayal
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Hadrick's blade never reached its target. Shadow coiled around the steel, stopping it inches from Xerxes's throat. The Dragon Prince hadn't even moved, his hand still extended toward Delphine, waiting with the patience of eternity itself.

"Let her go!" Hadrick's voice cracked with desperation. Behind him, more guards poured into the chamber, their faces masks of shock as they took in the dead assassin—no, Delphine realized with dawning horror, the dead royal guard—and her standing over him with blood on her hands.

"Hadrick," she started, but her voice came out wrong, layered with harmonics that didn't belong in a human throat. The silver flame dancing on her fingertips flared brighter, and several guards stepped back. "I can explain—"

"Witch," someone whispered. Then louder: "She's killed Sir Aldwin!"

"No!" He attacked me. He came at me with—" Delphine looked for the weapon the guard had wielded, but found only his ceremonial sword, still sheathed at his hip. Her mind reeled. She remembered him drawing steel, remembered the killing intent in his eyes, but the evidence told a different story.

"Fascinating," Xerxes murmured, lowering his hand. "They've rewritten the scene already. Tell me, little flame, do you still believe your friend here will protect you?"

Hadrick's jaw clenched. They'd grown up together, trained together since they were children in the palace yards. He'd held her when her mother died, had promised to keep her safe when strange things started happening around her—small things at first, candles lighting when she passed, frost melting at her touch even in deepest winter.

"Delphine," Hadrick said carefully, as if speaking to a spooked horse. "Put your hands down. Stop whatever you're doing with that light."

"I can't!" The admission tore from her throat. "I don't know how!"

More guards pushed into the room. She recognized faces—men and women she'd eaten beside in the great hall, sparred with in the training grounds. Now they looked at her like she was something monstrous. Several had their hands on their weapons.

"She bears the mark," one of them breathed, pointing at her hands. "The celestial flame. Just like Elysia warned."

"Elysia speaks in riddles," Hadrick snapped, but his sword remained raised, though now Delphine wasn't sure if it pointed at Xerxes or at her. "Delphine isn't dangerous. She's—"

"Standing over a corpse with power that shouldn't exist," Severin's smooth voice cut through the tension as he entered the chamber. The court advisor's calculating eyes took in every detail, and Delphine could see him already spinning the narrative. "Power that killed one of our finest guards."

"He attacked me," Delphine insisted.

"Did he?" Severin moved closer, careful to stay beyond reach of her glowing hands. "Or did you finally lose control of whatever corruption has been growing inside you? We've all noticed the signs. The strange occurrences that follow you. The way you've been sneaking into the restricted sections of the library."

That was true. She had been searching for answers about the dreams that plagued her—dreams of burning cities and dragons that sang her name. But she'd never harmed anyone. Not until tonight.

"Three days," Hadrick said suddenly. "You've been missing for three days, Delphine. The entire palace has been searching. Where were you?"

Three days? It had been perhaps an hour since she'd followed the strange pull down into these forgotten chambers. She'd heard something calling her, a voice like starlight and sorrow.

"I..." She couldn't explain it. The time distortion, the compulsion that had drawn her here, the way the guard's face had shifted into something inhuman before she'd defended herself. It all sounded like madness.

"The celestial flame cares nothing for mortal time," Xerxes said conversationally. "Nor mortal law. They'll burn her for this, you know. The penalty for killing a royal guard is death by pyre. Ironic, really."

"Silence, shadow spawn," Severin spat. "Your presence here only confirms her guilt. Consorting with the enemy of the crown?"

"I've never met him before tonight!" Delphine protested.

"No?" Xerxes's smile was knowing. "Then why have you been dreaming of me since your sixteenth birthday? Why does my true name burn on your tongue even now, begging to be spoken?"

She wanted to deny it, but the truth was a weight in her chest. She did know his true name—not Xerxes, the title the kingdom had given him, but his real name, the one that predated human speech. It was written in the silver fire that consumed her, carved into her bones by whatever force had awakened inside her.

"Delphine," Hadrick's voice was breaking. "Please. Just... just come quietly. We'll sort this out. I'll speak for you before the king."

"The king who already fears her?" Severin laughed coldly. "Who ordered me to watch her for signs of corruption? No, Hadrick. Your childhood friendship blinds you. She's become something else. Something dangerous."

The silver flame was spreading now, crawling up her arms like living things. It didn't hurt—it felt like coming home, like remembering something essential she'd forgotten. But the guards were backing away, several drawing their weapons.

"I won't let them take her," Hadrick said suddenly, stepping between Delphine and the other guards. His sword shifted, now clearly defending her. "Not until we understand what's happening."

"Then you're a traitor too," Severin said simply.

Everything happened at once. Guards surged forward. Hadrick's blade sang through the air, deflecting the first strike meant for Delphine. Xerxes laughed, a sound like distant thunder, and the shadows in the room came alive. And Delphine—

Delphine exploded.

Silver fire erupted from her in a sphere of devastating light. Guards screamed, thrown back against the walls. The ancient stones cracked, symbols she hadn't noticed before lighting up in response to her power. Hadrick was shouting her name, but she couldn't hear him over the roaring in her ears.

When the light finally dimmed, she stood in a circle of devastation. Not dead—she'd held back somehow, kept the flame from consuming—but the guards were unconscious, their armor melted, their weapons slag. Only Hadrick remained standing, protected by a shield of shadow that Xerxes had thrown around him at the last second.

"Why?" she gasped, looking at the Dragon Prince.

"Because you'll need him," Xerxes replied. "The prophecy requires five, after all. The flame-bearer, the shadow-lord, the loyal heart, the jealous blade, and the ancient voice. Though I doubt Severin will appreciate his role."

Severin was stirring, his fine clothes singed, his perfect composure finally cracked. When he looked at Delphine now, there was real fear in his eyes.

"Monster," he whispered.
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Chapter 2: The Weight of Wings
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The word hung in the air like a blade. Monster. Delphine had been called many things in her nineteen years—orphan, ward of the crown, curiosity—but never that. Not until she'd become the very thing the kingdom's children were taught to fear in their bedtime stories.

"We need to leave," Xerxes said, stepping over an unconscious guard with casual indifference. "More will come, and next time they'll bring mage-killers."

"Mage-killers won't work on her," Hadrick said hoarsely. He stood amid the destruction, his sword still in hand but hanging loose at his side. The shadow shield had dissipated, leaving him untouched in a room full of chaos. "She's not a mage."

"No," Xerxes agreed. "She's something far more dangerous. And far more valuable."

Delphine's hands still glowed with residual power, but weaker now, like embers rather than flame. She stared at the devastation she'd wrought. These people had been her life, her world. The palace had been her home since her mother died in service to the queen. Now she'd destroyed it all in a moment of unleashed power.

"Go," Severin's voice cut through her spiral. He'd managed to prop himself against the wall, blood trickling from a gash on his forehead. "Get out before I sound the full alarm."

Everyone turned to stare at him.

"Don't mistake this for mercy," he continued, his usual calculating mask sliding back into place despite his injuries. "I simply prefer my enemies where I can see them. And Delphine... you've become something I need to understand before I can properly destroy."

"Severin—" Hadrick started.

"You have perhaps three minutes before I've recovered enough to call for reinforcement," Severin cut him off. "I suggest you use them."

Xerxes laughed, soft and appreciative. "The jealous blade indeed. Come, little flame. Your friend offers us a gift. We shouldn't waste it."

But Delphine couldn't move. The body of the guard—Sir Aldwin, they'd called him—still lay at her feet. She knew him. He'd taught her to play cards, had a wife in the lower city, two daughters who brought him lunch sometimes.

"He was going to kill you," Hadrick said quietly, reading her frozen stance. "I don't know why, but I believe you. The guard was a good man, but something... something was wrong with him when he came down here."

"The corruption spreads," Xerxes said cryptically. "They send assassins and call them guards. They rewrite reality and call it justice. This kingdom rots from within, and they'll blame you for the stench."

"Two minutes," Severin warned, already pulling himself more upright.

This time, Delphine moved. Not toward the door, but to Aldwin's body. She knelt, her glowing fingers hovering over the burn mark on his chest. Something whispered she could fix this, could pour her silver fire into him and bring him back changed, improved, hers. The thought terrified her more than anything else that had happened.

"Don't," Xerxes's hand caught her wrist. His touch was ice against her fever-warm skin. "That path leads to madness. Trust me. I've walked it."

She looked up at him, really looked for the first time. Behind the perfect, terrifying beauty, she saw age—not in years but in weight, in the depth of darkness behind his eyes. Whatever Xerxes was, he'd been it for a very long time.

"The servants' passages," Hadrick said suddenly. "There's one behind the eastern wall. It leads to the old aqueducts."

"You're coming with us?" Delphine asked.

Hadrick's face was grim. "They'll assume I am anyway. Severin's right about one thing—I'm already a traitor for defending you. Besides," his voice softened, "I promised your mother I'd keep you safe. Even from yourself."

They moved quickly, Xerxes's shadows cloaking them as they slipped through the crack Hadrick revealed in what had seemed like solid stone. The passage was narrow, meant for servants carrying chamber pots and wash water in ages past. Delphine's light provided the only illumination, casting writhing shadows that Xerxes seemed to breathe in like air.

"Why did you save him?" Delphine asked as they descended. The question had been burning in her throat since Xerxes shielded Hadrick.

"The prophecy—"

"No," she interrupted. "The real reason."

Xerxes was quiet for long enough that she thought he wouldn't answer. Then: "Because you would have destroyed yourself if you'd killed him. I could see it in your flame—the moment before you released it, you divided your power, sent it around him rather than through. That kind of control, that kind of choice... it would have shattered you to break it."

"One minute," Severin's voice echoed faintly down the passage. True to his word, giving them every second.

They emerged into the aqueducts, ancient channels that had once carried water through the city but now ran nearly dry. The stone here was older than the palace above, covered in symbols that seemed to shift in Delphine's silver light.

"Where do we go?" Hadrick asked, practical even in crisis.

"To the only one who might have answers," Xerxes said. "Though she'll likely speak them in riddles and prophecy."

"Elysia," Delphine breathed. The ancient oracle who lived in the ruins of the first temple, who spoke of endings and beginnings and the flame that would choose between them.

Above them, bells began to ring. Not the regular palace bells, but the deep, sonorous tones reserved for the gravest emergencies. The sound of them made Delphine's bones ache.

"They're calling the city to hunt," Hadrick said grimly. "Every guard, every bounty hunter, every citizen who wants to curry favor with the crown."

"Let them come," Xerxes said, and for a moment his form shifted, scales rippling beneath skin, wings of shadow unfurling before snapping back to human shape. "They forget what they hunt. The celestial flame hasn't walked this land for a thousand years."

"What am I?" Delphine asked, the question bursting from her. "What is this power?"

"You are what happens when the divine grows tired of watching mortals play with forces they don't understand," Xerxes said. "You are consequence and catalyst, destruction and renewal. You are the flame that will either forge this world anew or reduce it to ash."

"That's not helpful," Hadrick muttered.

"It's not meant to be helpful. It's meant to be true." Xerxes turned to Delphine. "Elysia will tell you more, though whether you'll understand her answers is another matter. She speaks to time itself, sees all threads of possibility. It tends to fragment the mind."

They moved through the aqueducts, the sound of pursuit growing behind them. Delphine could hear soldiers dropping into the tunnels, the baying of tracking hounds, the sharp commands of officers. The entire might of the kingdom was mobilizing against her.

"There," Hadrick pointed to where the aqueduct opened into a natural cave system. "The old temple is through there."

But as they approached, figures emerged from the shadows. Not soldiers—something else. They wore robes that seemed to be cut from night itself, and their faces were hidden behind masks of polished obsidian.

"The Witnesses," Xerxes hissed, and for the first time, Delphine heard fear in his voice.

"We have been waiting," one of them spoke, its voice neither male nor female but something in between. "The flame burns bright enough to see at last."

"You cannot have her," Hadrick stepped forward, sword raised.

"Have her?" The Witness tilted its head. "We don't wish to have her. We wish to witness what she becomes. The first seal is already broken. The guard's death began it. Soon, the choice will be upon her."

"What choice?" Delphine demanded.

"The same choice offered to all who carry celestial flame," the Witness replied. "To burn as heaven's weapon or to burn heaven itself. Your predecessor chose poorly. The dragons still weep for it."

"My predecessor?"

But the Witnesses were already fading, melting back into shadows as if they'd never been there at all. Only their words remained, hanging in the air like smoke.

"We need to reach Elysia now," Xerxes said urgently. "If the Witnesses have appeared, then the other powers will be moving too. The flame has been lit, and every moth in existence will come to dance in it."

Behind them, the bells continued to ring, and Delphine could hear Severin's voice carrying on the wind, declaring her a traitor and murderer, placing a price on her head that would make her the most hunted person in the kingdom.

But worse than that was the fire inside her, growing stronger with each passing moment, whispering promises of power and terrible, beautiful destruction.
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Chapter 3: The Oracle's Price
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The ruins of the first temple appeared through the mist like the bones of a fallen god. Massive columns, each as wide as ten men standing together, rose into the pre-dawn darkness, their tops lost in fog and time. The stones here were white, but not the white of marble or chalk—they held the pale sheen of things that had burned so hot they'd transformed into something else entirely.

"She's here," Xerxes said, and Delphine could feel it too—a presence that made the silver flame inside her resonate like a struck bell.

They climbed the broken steps, Hadrick's hand never leaving his sword hilt, though what good steel would do against the forces gathering around them, Delphine couldn't imagine. The tracking hounds' howls were getting closer, but there was something else too—a silence that seemed to push back against the noise, creating a bubble of unnatural quiet around the temple.

"She knows we're coming," Delphine said.

"She's known for a thousand years," Xerxes replied. "Elysia doesn't experience time the way we do. To her, this moment has already happened, is happening, and will happen again."

They found her in what had once been the inner sanctum, seated on a throne carved from a single block of crystallized starlight. Elysia was ancient in a way that had nothing to do with her appearance—she looked perhaps thirty, with skin dark as midnight and eyes that held constellations. But the weight of ages pressed around her like a visible thing.

"Late," she said, though her lips curved in a smile. "Or early. Or precisely on time. Time is such a flexible concept when you're standing at the fulcrum of prophecy."

"Elysia," Hadrick began, but she raised a hand.

"Hadrick the loyal, whose blade will cut both ways before the end. I've seen you die seventeen different deaths, and in only three of them do you die well." Her constellation eyes shifted to Xerxes. "Shadow lord, dragon prince, the last of the first. You brought her here thinking to find answers, but you're really here to find absolution."

"I'm here because she needs to understand what she is," Xerxes said stiffly.

"What she is?" Elysia laughed, and the sound was like glass chimes in a hurricane. "She is paradox incarnate. Divine flame in mortal flesh. The ending that begins and the beginning that ends. She is what happens when the gods grow desperate."

"Enough riddles," Delphine stepped forward, her hands still glowing with silver light. "People are hunting me. I killed a man. I need to know what's happening to me."

Elysia's gaze fixed on her, and Delphine felt the weight of that attention like pressure in her skull. "You didn't kill him. You freed him. The thing wearing Aldwin's face had been dead for days, puppet to powers that fear what you represent."

"What powers?"

"The ones that profit from the world's current shape. The ones who've built kingdoms on the bones of dragons and called it progress." Elysia rose from her throne, moving with inhuman grace. "The celestial flame appears once in an age, when the balance tilts too far toward order or chaos. You're not the first to carry it."

She waved her hand, and the air shimmered. Images formed from mist and starlight—a woman wreathed in silver fire standing before an army, dragons falling from the sky like burning stars, cities reduced to glass and ash.

"The last bearer chose order," Elysia continued. "She bound the dragons, locked away the wild magic, created the foundations for the kingdoms that now rule. But she went too far. The world has been dying slowly ever since, strangled by rules and walls and the fear of anything that doesn't fit inside neat little boxes."

"So I'm supposed to what, bring back chaos?" Delphine asked.

"You're supposed to choose," Elysia said simply. "That's what the celestial flame does—it chooses the shape of the next age. But the choice isn't simple. Order versus chaos, control versus freedom, safety versus possibility. Each choice has a price."

"Tell her the real price," Xerxes said quietly. "Tell her what happens to the bearer."

Elysia's smile turned sad. "The flame consumes. Always. The last bearer lived for three years after her awakening. Three years to reshape the world, and then..." She gestured to the temple around them. "This was her palace. She burned so bright at the end that she transformed stone itself."

Three years. Delphine felt the words like ice in her chest. Three years to live, to choose, to change everything.

"There must be another way," Hadrick said desperately.

"There are infinite ways," Elysia replied. "I've seen them all. In some timelines, she dies tomorrow. In others, she lives for decades. But in every timeline where she truly embraces the flame, where she makes the choice that matters—three years. It's the price of wielding divine fire in mortal flesh."

The sound of soldiers was getting closer. Delphine could hear Severin's voice among them, organizing the search pattern. Even at a distance, his words carried the weight of authority and carefully controlled fury.

"We need to move," Hadrick said.

"Where?" Delphine asked. "Where can we go that they won't follow?"

"North," Xerxes said. "To the Dragon Wastes. To my domain."

"The place where dragons go to die?" Hadrick looked incredulous. "That's your solution?"

"The place where dragons wait to be reborn," Xerxes corrected. "And the only place in this kingdom where the crown's authority means nothing."

"He's right," Elysia said. "Though the journey will test you. The flame calls to flame, and there are others who've been waiting for your awakening. Not all of them wish you well."

She moved to an ancient chest, withdrawing items that seemed to bend light around them. "Gifts, though whether they're blessing or curse depends on how you use them."

To Hadrick, she gave a sword that looked like it had been forged from condensed starlight. "For when steel isn't enough."

To Xerxes, she offered nothing. "You already have what you need. You've been carrying it for a thousand years, waiting."

And to Delphine, she presented a simple silver chain with a pendant that looked like crystallized flame. "To remember what you were before the burning. You'll need that memory when the choice comes."

Delphine took the pendant, and the moment it touched her skin, she saw—flash of images, memories that weren't quite hers. A child laughing in sunlit gardens. Her mother's face, younger and alive. A time before the dreams, before the fire, when she was just a girl who wanted to belong.

"Now go," Elysia said urgently. "They're about to—"

The temple doors exploded inward. Not from battering rams or magic, but from something far worse. Severin stood in the doorway, but he wasn't alone. Behind him stood figures in armor that seemed to drink light, carrying weapons that hummed with suppressed power.

"Void Knights," Xerxes snarled. "You actually awakened the Void Knights?"

"Desperate times," Severin said smoothly. He looked different—harder, more dangerous, like he'd finally stopped pretending to be just a court advisor. "Hello, Delphine. You've had quite the evening."

"Severin, don't do this," Hadrick stepped forward, the star-sword blazing to life in his hand.

"Do what? My duty? Protect the kingdom from a weapon that could destroy everything we've built?" Severin's eyes never left Delphine. "She killed a royal guard. She's consorting with our ancient enemy. She carries power that hasn't existed for a thousand years. What would you have me do, Hadrick? Let her run free?"

"The guard was already dead," Delphine said. "Something was wearing his face."

"Convenient story. Dead men tell no tales to contradict it." Severin gestured, and the Void Knights spread out, surrounding them. "Surrender now, and I promise you'll be treated fairly. You'll be studied, understood. We can learn to control this power, make it serve the kingdom."

"Cage it, you mean," Xerxes laughed bitterly. "Chain it and drain it and use it until there's nothing left but ash. I've seen what your kingdom does to power it fears."

"Says the creature who burned three cities before we bound him."

"Those cities attacked first. But history is written by victors, isn't it?"

The Void Knights were closing in, their weapons charging with energies that made Delphine's skin crawl. She could feel her flame responding, wanting to lash out, to burn, to consume. But Elysia's words echoed—three years. Was this how she wanted to spend them? Fighting? Running?

"I'll come with you," she said suddenly.

Everyone froze.

"Delphine, no," Hadrick said.

"But I have conditions," she continued, meeting Severin's calculating gaze. "No chains. No experiments. I'll work with you to understand this power, but as an equal, not a prisoner."

Severin studied her for a long moment. "You're hardly in a position to negotiate."

The silver flame erupted around her, not attacking but simply existing, turning the air itself to light. The Void Knights stepped back, their anti-magic weapons screaming warnings.

"I think I am," Delphine said calmly, though inside she was terrified. The power wanted to be used, wanted to reduce everything around her to component atoms and rebuild them in shapes that made more sense.

"Interesting," Severin murmured. Then, louder: "Counter-proposal. You come with us now, peacefully. We study this power together. And if, after one month, you wish to leave, you may do so freely."

"Severin!" One of the Void Knights protested. "The Council ordered—"

"The Council isn't here," Severin cut him off. "I am. And I'm offering a path that doesn't end with half the kingdom in flames."

Delphine felt Xerxes tense beside her, shadows coiling. Hadrick's grip on his sword shifted. The moment balanced on a knife's edge.

Then Elysia laughed.

"Oh, this is a new timeline," she said delightedly. "I haven't seen this one before. How marvelous! The jealous blade offers partnership instead of imprisonment. The shadow lord restrains his nature. The loyal heart prepares to break. And the flame..." She looked at Delphine with those constellation eyes. "The flame begins to understand that sometimes the most dangerous choice is not to choose at all."
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Chapter 4: The Burden of Truth
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"Your answer?" Severin pressed, though his eyes kept flicking to the silver flame that danced around Delphine like a living thing.

Before she could respond, Elysia stepped between them, her presence suddenly overwhelming despite her smaller stature. The constellation patterns in her eyes spun faster, and when she spoke, her voice carried harmonics that made everyone—even the Void Knights—step back.

"You would bargain with forces you don't comprehend, jealous blade." The oracle's attention fixed on Severin with terrible intensity. "You think yourself clever, offering cages disguised as partnerships, but you've already lost. The moment she awakened, your kingdom began its transformation. Fighting it is like trying to hold back the tide with your bare hands."

"Prophecies and metaphors," Severin said dismissively, though sweat beaded on his forehead. "The Council deals in reality."

"The Council deals in fear," Elysia countered. "They sent you here with orders to kill or capture. Yet you negotiate. Why?"

Severin's jaw tightened. "That's not your concern."

"But it is hers." Elysia gestured to Delphine. "Tell her the truth, Severin. Tell her why the Council really fears the celestial flame. Tell her about the Sundering."

The word fell into the temple like a stone into still water, sending ripples of tension through everyone present. Even the Void Knights shifted uneasily, their faceless helmets turning toward their commander.

"Ancient history," Severin said, but his voice lacked conviction.

"Ancient history that's about to repeat unless she understands the full weight of her choice." Elysia turned to Delphine. "A thousand years ago, the last bearer of the celestial flame didn't just bind the dragons and lock away wild magic. She tore the world in half—literally. What we call the mortal realm and what exists beyond the Veil were once one. She separated them to protect humanity from forces it couldn't understand or defend against."

"She saved us," one of the Void Knights interjected.

"She mutilated reality itself," Xerxes countered, his shadows writhing with agitation. "Cut away half of existence because she couldn't control it. My kind has been dying slowly ever since, withering in a world that's only half of what it should be."

Delphine's head spun. The flame inside her pulsed with each revelation, growing stronger, hungrier. "And now?"

"Now the Veil weakens," Elysia said simply. "Your awakening accelerated a process that was already beginning. The two halves of reality are trying to merge again. The Council knows this. They've been preparing for years, building weapons, training Void Knights, trying to find ways to strengthen the Veil or, failing that, to survive its collapse."

"That's why they sent a possessed guard after me," Delphine realized. "They were trying to stop the flame from fully awakening."

"The guard wasn't our doing," Severin said sharply. "We have enemies too, forces that want the Veil to fall completely."

"Who?" Hadrick demanded.

Severin hesitated, then: "We don't know. They hide behind puppets and proxies, but their goal is clear—chaos, the complete merger of realms, the return of things that should stay forgotten."

"Things like me?" Xerxes asked with dark amusement.

"You're one of the tamer nightmares, Dragon Prince. You at least remember being human once."

The implications of that statement hung in the air. Delphine looked at Xerxes with new eyes, seeing past the otherworldly beauty to something more complex, more tragic.

"Enough exposition," Elysia said suddenly, her head tilting as if listening to something only she could hear. "They're coming."

"Who?" Severin and Hadrick asked simultaneously.

"Everyone." The oracle's expression turned grim. "Word of the flame's awakening has spread beyond this kingdom. The Void Cult rises from their hidden temples. The Last Dragons wake from their slumber. The Witnesses gather to observe. And worse things—things that have waited centuries for this moment—are converging on this point."

As if summoned by her words, the temperature in the temple plummeted. Frost spread across the ancient stones, and the silver flame around Delphine flared in response. Through the shattered doorway came fog that moved against the wind, coalescing into shapes that weren't quite human.

"Void Cult," Severin hissed, his hand moving to a weapon at his hip. "Knights! Formation!"

But the cultists weren't attacking. They stood at the threshold, their forms wavering between solid and smoke, and when they spoke, it was in unison, dozens of voices creating an unholy harmony.

"The flame-bearer will come with us. The merger must happen. The wounds must heal. The sundered must become whole."

"Over my dead body," Hadrick growled, raising his star-sword.

"That can be arranged, loyal heart," the cultists replied. "You are not necessary to the prophecy. Only she matters."

"Wrong," Elysia said, and there was something terrible in her smile. "They all matter. That's what you've never understood, what the Council doesn't understand, what even the last bearer didn't understand. The celestial flame doesn't act alone. It requires catalysts, anchors, choices made by others to shape its path."

She moved then, faster than human eyes could follow, touching Delphine, Xerxes, Hadrick, and even Severin in quick succession. Where her fingers made contact, symbols flared to life—different for each of them but clearly part of a greater whole.

"What did you do?" Severin demanded, staring at the mark now visible on the back of his hand.

"I've bound you to the prophecy completely. No backing out now, jealous blade. Your fate is tied to hers, and hers to yours, and all of yours to the choice that must be made." Elysia stepped back, looking satisfied and sad in equal measure. "Five souls, five paths, one destination. Though which destination depends entirely on how you navigate the journey."

The Void Cultists surged forward, but the marks Elysia had placed on them flared, and a barrier of light erupted, throwing the cultists back. The backlash shattered what remained of the temple doors and sent cracks spreading through the ancient floors.

"The temple won't hold much longer," Elysia observed calmly. "It's been waiting to fall for centuries. My presence was all that kept it standing."

"You're leaving?" Delphine asked.

"My part in this timeline is ending. I've set the pieces in motion. Now you must play the game." The oracle began to fade, her form becoming translucent. "Remember this, flame-bearer: the choice isn't between order and chaos, but between fear and trust. The last bearer chose fear, tried to protect humanity by caging it. Perhaps you'll find another way."

"Wait!" Delphine reached out, but Elysia was already more ghost than flesh. "How do I control it? How do I keep from burning everything?"

"You don't control celestial flame," Elysia's voice echoed from everywhere and nowhere. "You dance with it. Learn the steps, or be consumed by the music."

She vanished completely, and with her departure, the temple began to collapse in earnest. Massive columns that had stood for a millennium cracked and toppled. The crystallized throne shattered into stardust.

"Run!" Hadrick shouted unnecessarily—everyone was already moving.

They fled through the collapsing temple, Void Knights and former enemies running side by side as architecture that predated kingdoms came crashing down. Behind them, the Void Cultists followed, their forms flowing through falling stone like smoke.

Delphine's flame created a path, disintegrating debris before it could crush them. She felt the power singing in her veins, eager to do more, to burn brighter, to reshape reality according to her will. It would be so easy to just let go, to become the flame entirely.

Xerxes's hand caught her wrist, his touch shocking her back to herself. "Don't lose yourself to it. Not yet."

They burst from the temple just as the last of it fell, the impact shaking the ground for miles. In the distance, dawn was breaking, painting the sky in shades of gold and crimson. But the light revealed more than just sunrise—shapes moved in the clouds, vast and serpentine.

"Dragons," Hadrick breathed.

"The Last Dragons," Xerxes corrected, his face unreadable. "My siblings in scale, if not in blood. They've come to witness what happens when celestial flame walks the earth again."

"Magnificent," Severin said, surprising everyone. When they looked at him, he shrugged. "I may work for the Council, but I'm not blind to wonder. I've studied dragons my entire life, trying to understand the threat they pose. Seeing them like this..." He shook his head. "The books don't do them justice."

Three dragons descended from the clouds, each one unique and terrible. One seemed made of storm itself, lightning crackling between its scales. Another appeared to be carved from living stone, mountains given wings. The third hurt to look at directly, its form shifting between states of matter like reality couldn't quite decide what it was.

They landed with earth-shaking impacts, forming a triangle around the group. When they spoke, it wasn't with voices but directly into the mind, their words bypassing ears entirely.

*The flame burns again,* said the storm dragon. *We taste its light on the wind.*

*You're younger than the last bearer,* observed the stone dragon, its mental voice like grinding millstones. *Younger and already more powerful. Interesting.*

*She has the shadow prince with her,* the reality-shifting dragon noted. *The traitor who chose human form over scale.*

"I chose survival," Xerxes said aloud. "We were dying, all of us. I found a way to endure."

*You found a way to diminish,* the storm dragon corrected. *Trading power for persistence. We chose differently.*

"And look how well that's worked out," Xerxes gestured to them. "Three Last Dragons where once there were thousands. At least I'm not extinct."

*Not yet,* the stone dragon rumbled ominously.

"Enough," Delphine stepped forward, the silver flame rising around her in response to her emotional spike. "I don't care about ancient grudges. People are hunting me. The world is apparently breaking apart. And I have maybe three years to live. If you're here to help, help. If not, get out of my way."

The dragons exchanged what might have been amused glances, though their alien features made it hard to tell.

*She has spine, this one,* the storm dragon approved. *Very well, flame-bearer. We offer you a choice.*

"Another choice," Hadrick muttered. "Wonderful."

*Come with us to the Dragon Sanctum beyond the Veil,* the stone dragon continued. *Learn to wield your power among those who understand it. When you're ready, return and make your choice about the world's fate.*

*Or,* the reality-shifting dragon added, *remain here and fumble in ignorance while forces beyond your comprehension use you as a pawn in their games.*

"She's not going anywhere with you," Severin said, stepping forward despite the obvious terror in his eyes at confronting the dragons. "She agreed to work with the kingdom—"

"I agreed to nothing," Delphine interrupted. "I was considering your offer when Elysia revealed the truth. The Council wants to use me to strengthen their cage. These dragons want to use me to break it. Everyone wants to use me."
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