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      Once upon a time, there was a prince turned dragon, a knight sent to slay him, and a princess who did not, under any circumstances, want rescuing.

      That’s the version the minstrels might sing—glorious battles, noble sacrifice, a happily ever after forged in fire and steel.

      But that’s not this story.

      This is the part they don’t put in the ballads. The part with broken trust and burning guilt. With aching silences and questions that don't have easy answers. With a knight who isn't sure what he's fighting for, and a dragon who never asked to be one.

      Scales and Steel is a fantasy romance, yes—but it’s also about grief, survival, and the long, stubborn work of becoming something more than what the world says you are. It’s about choosing love even when you don’t believe you deserve it.

      Below, you’ll find content warnings for themes that may be distressing, followed by a list of tropes you can expect along the way. If you like to read with both eyes open—whether for safety or satisfaction—this part is for you.

      Thank you for being here.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Content Warnings

      

      

      This book contains the following themes:

      
        
          	
        Grief, survivor’s guilt, and PTSD
      

      	
        Depression and brief suicidal ideation — Chapter 17
      

      	
        Death of family members (off-page, but deeply felt)
      

      	
        Emotional trauma and self-blame
      

      	
        Torture (on-page, emotionally intense) —  Chapter 20
      

      	
        Magical body horror (painful transformation scenes)
      

      	
        Violence and battle scenes, including dragon combat
      

      	
        Abuse of power, coercion, and political manipulation
      

      	
        Reference to war crimes (destruction of a kingdom, targeted purges)
      

      	
        Internalized shame and fear of hurting others
      

      

      

      
        
        Tropes

      

      

      
        
          	
        Enemies to lovers
      

      	
        Beauty and the Beast, but gayer
      

      	
        Forced proximity
      

      	
        Hurt/comfort
      

      	
        Only one bed (eventually)
      

      	
        Slow burn with pining so bad it might be contagious
      

      	
        Angst with teeth
      

      	
        Found family
      

      	
        A princess with rock-throwing accuracy and no chill
      

      	
        Banter as emotional warfare
      

      	
        Magic gone wrong
      

      	
        Knight falls for the dragon he was sent to kill
      

      	
        Protective instincts vs political orders
      

      	
        The prince no longer wants the throne—but maybe he still deserves it
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        Ten years ago...

      

      

      Gold ran down Cedric’s brow, warm as sunlight, rich with the scent of myrrh. The priest’s cool fingers traced an ancient sigil across his forehead, and Cedric inhaled deeply, steadying himself. This was meant to be sacred. A blessing. And it was. A quiet pride stirred in his chest—he had trained for this moment, had prepared for it. He believed in his duty and in the legacy passed down to him. But gods, he had never enjoyed the staring. So many eyes—assessing, expectant, waiting for him to stumble.

      “Kneel, Prince of Lunareth.”

      The priest’s words echoed through the High Temple of Aurenis. The vast chamber soared above Cedric, its mirrored walls catching slants of sunlight from narrow celestial windows. Sunburst mosaics stretched across the domed ceiling, displaying the history of Lunareth and its rulers in bands of gold and red jasper.

      A hush fell over the gathered nobility. His mother and father stood at the very front, positioned just beside the priest. His mother’s proud smile was tinged with joy, while his father, ever composed, stood nearby to take part in the ritual when needed. Cedric straightened under their gaze, drawing strength from their presence. But he couldn’t see his sister, Gwenna. She was probably off making trouble somewhere, even during a formal ceremony.

      The priest dipped his fingers into the sacred oil again, the flecks of gold shimmering as he anointed the backs of Cedric’s hands. An acolyte stepped forward, carrying a thin golden circlet upon a velvet cushion.

      “This circlet marks you as the kingdom’s protector, the heir to Lunareth,” the priest intoned. “May you serve with wisdom and strength.”

      The moment the metal touched Cedric’s forehead, a strange sensation rippled through him—like a key turned in the wrong lock. It vanished as quickly as it came, lost beneath the priest’s unwavering voice.

      “By the will of the gods and the blessing of your ancestors, you are named the Gilded Prince.”

      King William Cleburne stepped forward, placing a firm hand on Cedric’s shoulder. ”As you step closer to your future, remember this: power is not measured in conquest, but in kindness. A ruler is judged not by how he commands armies, but by how he protects those who cannot protect themselves.”

      The words settled into Cedric’s bones, heavier than the circlet. He swallowed, throat tight, then lifted his gaze to meet his father’s as he spoke the vow he’d memorized. “Before Aurenis and all who bear witness, I swear to guard this kingdom and its people with wisdom and mercy. I swear it upon my name, my blood, and my breath.” 

      The priest gestured, and Darius stepped forward from the line of acolytes, carrying the shallow bowl of polished obsidian—the sacred stone.

      Cedric’s heart stuttered. He suddenly wished he hadn’t asked his friend to take part in the ceremony. Too much of a distraction.

      Darius had always drawn him like that—too familiar to fear, too dangerous to resist. A hand offered in loyalty, a blade hidden just beneath the skin. Cedric trusted him. Needed him. Wanted him more than he should have.

      He extended his hand without hesitation.

      The priest passed the ceremonial dagger to Darius, its handle wrapped in golden silk. Darius came closer, so close that Cedric caught the scent of him. Don’t think about that right now. Focus.

      “The world will change because of you,” Darius murmured, so quietly only Cedric could hear.

      Their eyes met, a breath too long. Then Darius reached, taking Cedric’s hand in his own as he turned the palm upward. Cedric was so focused on the sensation of Darius’s touch that he almost didn’t feel the pressure of the dagger’s tip.

      The blade bit cleanly into Cedric’s flesh. A sharp sting bloomed, followed by a slow, pulsing ache. A thin line of crimson welled up, slipping down his fingers. Darius caught the drops in the bowl, tilting the obsidian to hold it—a gleaming crimson pool shining dark against the stone. Cedric clenched his jaw against the pain, unwilling to show weakness before all of those eyes.

      Darius flashed a grin at him, then hefted the bowl for all to see. “I bear witness to the bond. Blood given, oath taken, life bound to duty.”

      The priest nodded to Darius. Cedric watched as he slipped away to join the acolytes of Aurenis. But duty took precedence over longing. He forced himself to let Darius fade into the crowd.

      The priest lifted the second ceremonial vessel. A shallow bronze brazier, coals smoldering within. He poured a vial of sacred resin into the embers. A plume of smoke wafted upward, shifting from pale gold to deep amber, the scent rich and heady. The smoke curled in slow, beckoning tendrils, waiting.

      Cedric closed his eyes and inhaled.

      The warmth filled his lungs, seeping through him like liquid sunlight. For a moment, something stirred deep inside, something half-asleep and waiting⁠—

      Then the moment passed, interrupted by the priest’s final pronouncement. ”By sacred rite and sovereign will, I name you Prince Cedric Cleburne, Gilded Heir of Lunareth.”

      Applause swelled around him, and Cedric banished all thoughts of the strange sensation. For a moment, he allowed himself to breathe, to absorb the moment—the temple’s golden light, the heavy scent of myrrh, the comforting presence of his father beside him. But the solemnity of the ritual had already begun to fade, replaced by the expectant murmurs of the gathered nobility. The ceremony had been the easy part. Now he had to endure the celebration.

      His father beamed, clapping a hand on Cedric’s shoulder. “You did well, Ced. We’re so proud of you.”

      Mom hurried over, taking his still-bleeding hand in hers. She pressed a handkerchief against it. Warmth bloomed beneath his skin. “This will hold until you can see the royal healer.” She winked, voice light, but the magic laced beneath her words was unmistakable. “Go on, get this taken care of. We’ll see you in the great hall.”

      Cedric smiled, holding the handkerchief in place. The soft tingle of his mother’s magic danced across the cut. It was unfortunate she couldn’t do more, but they were in public. Too many watching eyes. “Thanks, Mom. I’ll be there as soon as I’m no longer at risk of bleeding all over the marble.”

      She kissed his forehead. Then she turned as King William offered her his arm, and together, they started toward the great hall.
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        * * *

      

      Too many expectations. The thought hissed like steam in Cedric’s skull.

      The great hall glittered with a thousand watchful eyes. Courtiers swarmed like jeweled beetles, their silks shifting like oil-slicked water, and at the heart of it all, Cassara Marovelle stood among them—a striking figure in dark silver and blue.

      The woman who would soon become his betrothed.

      The word sat like iron in his stomach. It was meant to be a triumph, a political bond between Lunareth and Revendar, but all he felt was…trapped. Cassara met his gaze briefly, offering him a polite nod, before turning away to speak to a noblewoman draped in furs.

      Cedric’s fingers found the now-healed scar on his palm, rubbing it as a distraction. He would have to go speak with her soon. It would be rude not to. But still, his gut clenched.

      It’s what I must do. We both know this alliance isn’t for love. No, it was for trade and mutual protection. Already, the Avilisian empire was pounding on Revendar’s door. The ever-growing tide of refugees was proof enough that their western neighbor was soon to be in dire straits.

      Gwenna’s punch to his arm demanded his immediate attention. His sister’s frown was a masterpiece of teenage disdain, her cheeks flushed under chestnut curls. “You look like you’d rather stab yourself with a dessert fork than be here,” she declared.

      Ah, Gwenna. Her words cut through the room’s syrup, a welcome distraction.

      “You’re not wrong.” He sighed, gaze sliding to a cluster of courtiers preening in silk monstrosities. One man’s lace collar could’ve doubled as a siege weapon. Cedric’s own collar chafed. “Where were you?”

      Gwenna’s eyes widened in her best what-ever-do-you-mean? expression.

      “I just hope you weren’t getting into the temple’s wine again.” Cedric frowned at her.

      “Slander and lies,” Gwenna shot back. “That was one time.”

      He snorted. “One time was probably enough to permanently put you on Aurenis’s dark side. What were you actually doing?”

      Gwenna grinned, eyes glinting with mischief. “If you must know, I was borrowing a map from the war room.”

      Cedric stiffened. “You what?”

      “Relax, I’ll put it back later.” She grinned at him.

      He gave her his best serious look, which had no effect on her. “You realize you’re telling that to the Gilded Prince, right?” If anyone found out, there would be questions. Uncomfortable ones. “You could get into real trouble for this, Gwenna.”

      “I’m telling my brother who loves me dearly and wouldn’t dare breathe a word of this to anyone.” Gwenna’s grin broadened. “And hey, this is a celebration! So let’s celebrate!” Her lips brushed Cedric’s cheek. “Byeeeeee.” Her skirts hissed against his boots as she vanished into the crowd, a fox slipping into tall grass.

      He sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. This celebration might be in his honor, but somehow, he didn’t feel as if he belonged at all. Cedric glanced around, noticing the gazes of several nobles land on him, as if judging the perfect opportunity to pounce on their newly minted Gilded Prince.

      That was the last thing Cedric wanted to deal with at the moment. Perhaps it was time to seek out his future wife.

      Cedric eased through the crowd, nobles slipping out of his path with respectful bows or curtsies. He nodded to them, smiling at Cassara as he approached.

      Dressed in a flowing gown of deep blue with silver piping, Cassara Marovelle stood with the kind of stillness that commanded attention rather than begged for it. Embroidered patterns of stags and ivy gleamed along her sleeves—symbols of Revendar’s noble lineage—while a silver circlet rested against her platinum hair, catching the chandelier’s glow.

      The Revendarian princess broke away from her current conversation to greet him. “Prince Cedric. Or should I say, Gilded Prince? Congratulations.”

      “Thank you, though it’s symbolic more than anything else,” he said with a shrug.

      Cassara raised a brow. “Symbols have power, Prince Cedric. Does your Gilded Prince ceremony not have roots in tradition?”

      He blinked at the question, mind churning as he sought every bit of history he knew about the ceremony. “That’s what they say. It’s meant to sanctify me as the heir, to…solidify my role.”

      Cedric stalled as she continued to give him an expectant look, seeking more than the little he’d offered. He cleared his throat. “You’ll have to forgive me. I’m…” He hesitated, choosing his words. But if anyone would understand his current state of mind, it would be another royal child. “I’m overwhelmed and can’t think straight right now.”

      His honesty caught her off guard. Cassara’s eyes widened, but then her expression softened. “I can’t fault you for that. Sometimes…well, this life is more demanding than anyone else knows.”

      Her voice had become a whisper, the words for his ears alone. Cedric relaxed a fraction. Truth be told, he hadn’t been given a moment of time alone with Cassara, to get to know her. To discover if she might be compatible as a friend, if nothing else. Perhaps that might be a possibility. It gave him hope.

      “It is,” Cedric agreed. But he felt the prickle of eyes on him and knew he couldn’t remain with her much longer. The reason for Cassara’s presence at court hadn’t been announced yet, and he couldn’t appear to favor a foreign princess over his own people. He sighed. “I’ll speak more with you soon.”

      Cassara nodded, though her expression was more polite than excited. “I look forward to it.”

      He stepped away, casting around for a safe place to continue this farce. If Cedric had to remain at this celebration, he was doing it on his own terms. Across the hall, he glimpsed a friendly face. Darius. Heaving out a soft breath, Cedric headed toward him.

      As he slipped through the crowd, he caught snippets of conversation:

      “…a war brewing, I tell you. The border patrols should be doubled.”

      “…filthy beggars from Revendar flooding the city. We should shut the gates before we’re overrun.”

      “—His Majesty clings to the idea of alliances, but sentiment won’t stop an empire. The boy is of age now. Perhaps it’s time Lunareth had a ruler who understands strength.”

      Cedric clenched his jaw. The voices melted together, whispers and grumblings twisting between the strains of a violin. He exhaled slowly, forcing his hands to unclench. The petitioners in court earlier that week had included a mother and her two sons, their clothes ripped and dirty, bodies gaunt with hunger. His father had ordered they be given food and shelter. Their faces haunted him, and it took Cedric a moment to banish their memory.

      Tonight was meant for revelry. Cedric plowed onward. The great hall’s vaulted ceiling stifled laughter and torch smoke alike, its soaring arches adorned with garlands of moonflowers already wilting beneath the warmth. By the time he reached the shadow of the banquet table’s carved griffins, sweat glued his linen undershirt to the hollow between his shoulder blades.

      Darius waited as always, a study in effortless confidence, one boot propped against the column’s fluted base. He lifted his tankard in a salute, pulling his tunic taut across shoulders still lean from last summer’s growth spurt, but broad enough now to make Cedric’s throat dry.

      “There you are, my Gilded Prince.” The tankard Darius thrust into Cedric’s hands sloshed liquid the color of a sunset. “Quite popular tonight, aren’t you?” Darius slung an arm around Cedric’s shoulders.

      “I’d argue the party is more popular than I am,” Cedric said, the lie flavored with truth.

      Darius smirked, tipping his tankard slightly. “Oh, but where would the fun be without its reluctant guest of honor?” He patted Cedric’s shoulder. Then his countenance shifted. “I can’t believe the Revendarian princess is still here. Shouldn’t she be running home with her tail between her legs?”

      Cedric frowned, tapping his index finger against the tankard as he debated how much to tell his friend. Darius’s mother was the royal spy mistress, and Cedric knew Lady Valcairn knew why Cassara Marovelle was in attendance. But Darius’s comment implied that she hadn’t seen fit to enlighten her son, however.

      He should know, Cedric decided. If for no other reason than to keep him from saying something that might seed future problems. “She’s here for a reason.”

      “And that is…?” Darius cocked his head.

      Cedric pursed his lips. “You’re going to have to keep this secret for a few more days. Can you do that?”

      His friend grinned. “Oh Cedric, you have no idea how good I am at keeping secrets.” He eased closer, so close that Cedric caught a whiff of the fragrant soap Darius favored. “What is it? Are they being annexed to Lunareth, perhaps?”

      “We’re to be betrothed later this week,” Cedric whispered.

      Darius’s eyes widened. “Truly, Ced? We’re really going to have a marriage alliance with that kingdom? The one that can’t keep a bunch of unshaved barbarians from crossing their borders?”

      The tone of disbelief and scorn instantly put Cedric on the defensive. “It would be mutually beneficial.”

      “It just seems unfair, that’s all.” Darius shrugged. “You, of all people, stuck with a woman you don’t even…” He trailed off, giving Cedric an expectant look.

      “My parents didn’t love each other at first, either,” Cedric reminded him. Though it was really more of a reminder for himself. In his heart, though, he knew he could never truly love Cassara. Not romantically; not the way she probably deserved. “But things have a way of working out.”

      “Ever the optimist.” Darius’s expression slipped into a smile. “Well. I suppose I should be congratulating you then, shouldn’t I? Let’s drink to your future.”

      Cedric’s thumbnail picked at the tankard’s pewter handle, a distraction from Darius’s close proximity. He hesitated, then pushed the drink back toward him. “Maybe another time.”

      But Darius wouldn’t be dissuaded. “Ced, come on. This is special, just for your big day!”

      Gods, Cedric always had a difficult time telling Darius no. He glanced inside the tankard. “What is it, dishwater?”

      Darius laughed, a warm sound that made gooseflesh race across Cedric’s arms. “Hardly. It’s made of exotic fruits not found in our lands. Have you heard of pineapple?”

      “Heard of it, yes. Seen one? No.” Cedric eyed the drink.

      “Then you’re in for a treat. Taste.” Darius took a sip of his own, savoring the flavor with a sigh. “It’s one of several fruits. I think you’ll find it delightful.”

      He sniffed the beverage first—a habit born of one too many festive surprises—but all he caught was the faintest whiff of citrus and something earthy, like sun-warmed grass.

      Against his better judgment, he took a sip. The liquid hit his tongue with a deceptively innocent sweetness, like stolen summer peaches, before the tartness sparked—sharp as a lemon’s kiss, lingering just long enough to make his jaw clench. He coughed, blinking at the tankard.

      “That’s…surprisingly good,” he admitted, rolling the taste on his tongue like a thought he wasn’t sure he should keep. He turned the cup as if its dull metal might reveal secrets. “Pineapple, you say?”

      Darius’s grin widened, smug and devastating all at once. “One of several fruits, yes. It’s a blend.” His voice was smooth, a blade honed to perfection, and his eyes—gods, his beautiful eyes—gleamed with something Cedric couldn’t name. Triumph? Amusement? Or something far more dangerous, something that coiled around Cedric’s heart like a vice and sent heat licking up the back of his neck.

      Cedric swallowed another mouthful quickly, more to busy himself than out of thirst, not trusting himself to meet that gaze for too long.

      His gaze flicked downward as Darius lifted his cup. Something glinted in the candlelight. A gold ring. In all his years, Cedric had never seen his friend wear a ring. The metal gleamed against Darius’s skin, its ruby centerpiece catching the light like a smoldering coal.

      “You wear rings now?” Cedric teased, nudging Darius’s hand with his knuckles.

      Darius glanced down at it, flexing his fingers with a lazy shrug. “An early birthday gift from my mother,” he said, tipping his cup toward a nearby table where Lady Priscilla Valcairn sat, deep in conversation with a nobleman. “She insisted it would suit me.” His expression turned wry. “A symbol of responsibility or some such lecture I didn’t bother listening to.”

      Cedric huffed a quiet laugh. “That sounds like her. And you.”

      Darius tapped the ring absently against his cup. “Doesn’t it?” He swirled his drink. “She said it was my father’s. He brought it back from Revendar on his last expedition.” His tone was light, but Cedric caught the slight edge beneath it. “He passed not long after.”

      Cedric didn’t need the rest of the story. Lord Valcairn had sought out the druids of Revendar for healing, but their magic hadn’t saved him. Whether they’d failed or simply refused, Darius had never forgiven them.

      Rather than dwell on it, Cedric rolled his eyes, leaning back against the pillar. “Gods help us all when you start listening to your mother’s fashion advice.”

      Darius grinned, knocking his cup lightly against Cedric’s. “Oh, Cedric,” he murmured. “You wound me.”

      Cedric’s gaze drifted again—always, inevitably, betraying him—to Darius’s hair, mahogany strands gilded by lantern light, tousled just enough to seem effortless. A dangerous lie. Nothing about Darius was effortless. Every glance, every word, every move was honed for maximum effect. Cedric knew this, had always known this.

      But still…

      He knew the exact curve of Darius’s brow when scheming, the way his lips thinned during lectures—but this? The softness of his smile now, the quiet, almost disarming warmth behind his eyes? That was a far crueler weapon than any sharp remark or veiled threat. That was the trap Cedric had walked into too many times before.

      And would walk into again.

      Cedric’s pulse stuttered.

      Stop. You’re drunk on idiocy.

      “Did you do this?” Cedric asked, too abruptly. The hall’s din swelled around them—lutes twined with laughter, goblets clinking like discordant bells—but Darius’s reply cut through cleanly.

      “Happy birthday. This will be a night you won’t forget.” Darius lifted his tankard in a toast. Cedric’s cheeks burned, and not from the drink.

      Darius refilled his tankard without asking, the drink cascading in a golden stream. Cedric drank anyway, letting the sweetness blur the edges of his wariness. The warmth spread—first in his belly, then his limbs, loose and weightless. He caught his parents’ distant conversation, their faces crinkled with pride, and for a heartbeat, the world softened. The tapestries rippled like living things, their embroidered hawks soaring in the candlelit haze. Even the stone floor beneath his boots seemed to sway, as if the castle itself had taken a drunken lurch.

      By the time Cedric stumbled into the corridor, the buzz in his skull had sharpened to a hive’s roar. Cold air struck his face, a mercy after the hall’s suddenly unbearable heat. He braced a palm against the wall. His mind felt like wool soaked in honey.

      Somewhere behind him, Darius spun the treasury minister’s daughter in a whirl of silk, his laughter trailing like smoke. That sound—rich, smug, too much—threaded through Cedric’s mind, leaving a strange, aching tightness in its wake.

      He blinked, trying to steady himself, but the floor swayed beneath his feet. I need to sit. Just for a moment.

      When Cedric pushed himself upright, his legs buckled, and the thought shattered. He caught himself awkwardly, the world tilting around him.

      He hadn’t had that much to drink. Had he?

      His chambers loomed ahead, the oak door swimming in and out of focus. He made for it with grim determination, shouldering it open and stumbling inside. The fire had died down to embers, casting the room in dim smudges of charcoal and ash.

      He fumbled off his shoes—one disappearing under the bed—and collapsed onto the mattress with a groan. The sheets were cold against his skin, but he barely noticed.

      The pillow smelled of lavender. Or maybe that was the drink still twisting his senses. Gods, it was still clinging to him, coating his tongue like a spell meant to muddle his mind. His fingers clenched in the fabric beneath him.

      Gwenna’s grin flitted through his mind. Then his mother’s laughter, bright as harp strings. Then…Darius.

      His intoxicating, effortless grace. The way his eyes held galaxies of unspoken promise. The heat of his arm slung around Cedric’s shoulders. The ghost of his smile, curling like the rim of a goblet, like an invitation Cedric should never, ever take.

      You did something to that drink, he thought hazily.

      Cedric groaned and dragged the pillow over his stomach, pressing down, as if he could shove the nausea back. As if he could shove Darius back.

      And then his gut heaved.

      He rolled sideways, swallowing bile. The garderobe. He needed the garderobe. But when his feet hit the rug, pain erupted. Not the dull throb of too much drink, but a thousand needles searing through muscle and bone. His legs buckled. Cedric crashed to his knees, a raw, strangled cry tearing free.

      His breath hitched. His fingers curled against the floor—except they weren’t fingers anymore.

      Talons.

      Long, curved, gleaming wet in the low light. His nails were gone, peeled away like shed leaves. The bones of his hands cracked, stretched, reshaping as golden scales bloomed across his knuckles, pushing through flesh with a sickening pop.

      He pressed his shaking hands—claws—against the cold stone floor, as if doing so might somehow halt the impossible changes wracking his body. His gut soured, and for a heartbeat, he thought, This can’t be real. This isn’t happening. But the searing pain crawling up his spine told him otherwise.

      He sucked in a desperate, jagged breath. “No…”

      The sound that left him was wrong. Too deep. Too monstrous. His hand shot to his throat, but the skin there was already shifting—bubbling, hardening, elongating. A scream tried to claw free, but what tore from his chest was a roar.

      A sound he had never made before. One that didn’t belong to him.

      He was changing. Warping. Losing himself.

      A sob tore free as he crawled toward the door, clawing at the stone, at himself, at whatever was happening to him. He had to stop it. He had to get help.

      And then, through the searing haze of his mind, a single thought cut through: Mom.

      His breath hitched. His hands—claws—dug into the floor. She always knows what to do. She always helps. She always⁠—

      A sharp pop cracked through his spine. His vision whited out. But he kept moving. Because if he could just get to her… If he could just reach her…

      She’d fix this. She’d fix him.
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      Finn jolted upright, the screams shattering his slumber. Sweat chilled against his skin, sheets twisted around his legs like bindings trying to hold him down. But the screams couldn’t be ignored. Danger.

      Finn yanked on his trousers, the fabric sticking to his damp skin, then shoved his feet into his new boots—still reeking of the tannery. His hands fumbled with the laces, urgency tangling his fingers.

      The hallway air carried the sharp tang of his mother’s nightly tea, bitter in the back of his throat. She stepped from the dimness, her knuckles white where they gripped her robe, her face pale with fear. Finn’s own pulse thundered in his ears. Protect. The instinct roused in his bones, in his blood—older than his fifteen years, older than reason.

      “What is it, Mom?” His voice cracked, thin and frightened. He clenched his jaw, gaze locking onto the armor by the wall. Moonlight crawled over its surface, catching on the runes etched into the steel. It should’ve been a symbol of strength, a promise of the future he’d trained for. Instead, it mocked him. Tomorrow’s dream, tonight’s joke.

      Torchlight bled through the doorway, carving jagged shadows across his mother’s face. “Dragon.”

      What? Finn’s knees locked, his grip slipping against the doorframe. Legends. But legends didn’t reek of smoke and charred stone. Didn’t gouge the sky with claws that made the cobblestones tremble beneath his boots. His tongue turned useless, stuck to the roof of his mouth. Move. Breathe. He lurched outside and stopped in his tracks.

      The knights’ families lived in a small cluster of houses at the edge of the palace grounds. A short walk, normally—a piss-and-a-joke distance. Tonight, that stretch of packed dirt might as well have been the ocean. Flames ripped through the sky like rabid wolves.

      A huge, winged shape gleamed against the inferno. Finn’s gut coiled with nausea, acid burning the back of his throat. Thrill and terror tangled inside him, twisting so tight he couldn’t breathe. His fingers twitched, aching for a sword, for something solid to hold onto. Destined to be a knight. The words rang empty now, drowned by the thunder of his own pulse.

      “I have to do something,” Finn muttered. He whirled back inside, skidding across the floorboards to grab his armor. His hands shook as he tried to fasten the buckles. This was the same armor he had admired just hours ago, the same set he’d planned to don with pride in the morning. Now, the straps felt stiff and uncooperative in his clumsy fingers.

      His mother rushed to him, eyes damp with fear. “Finnian, no. You can’t go,” she said, even as her hands—traitorous in their love—helped fix a stubborn buckle. “The knights are already there. The king’s guard, your father...they’ll handle it. Stay here. Stay safe.”

      He turned to her, torn between reaching for her and running. “Mom, I—” The words stuck. How could he explain the pull in his chest, the grim certainty that if he didn’t go, if he didn’t try, he’d never forgive himself?

      She started to say something else, but he never heard it. His feet were already carrying him out into the smoke-filled street.

      The distance to the palace felt like miles. His steps seemed to slow under the pallor of fear and the sting of ash in the air. The roar of the dragon rose over the crackle of fire, peppered with shouted orders from knights and shrieks from fleeing servants. Finn pressed onward, boots pounding against cobblestones.

      By the time he reached the outer courtyard, the heat of the flames licked at his face. Stone archways that had once been regal entrances now glowed orange, the tapestries within catching fire. Knights and palace guards dashed about in confusion, some trying to corral terrified courtiers, others aiming crossbows or spears at the dragon as it surged back into the palace.

      Finn spotted an opening through the side doors of the great hall. With all the chaos, no one stopped him. He darted past frantic pages and into the billowing smoke. The acrid smell burned his nostrils, forcing him to cough. Sweating beneath his newly donned armor, he pressed a hand to his mouth and nose, desperate to see what was happening.

      The remains of the once-opulent hall stretched out before him—columns toppled, tapestries aflame, and rubble strewn across the floor. A man stood in the heart of devastation, sword raised against a monstrous, gold-scaled dragon. A glint of firelight on the knight’s armor made Finn’s pulse thunder.

      “Kavros save us,” Finn whispered.

      It was his father.

      Sir Wesley stood poised, sword in hand. The enchanted steel of his armor glimmered with arcs of reflected flame. Somehow, despite the swirling sparks of debris, he cut a calm, determined figure. Until he saw Finn.

      “Run, Finnian!” Sir Wesley’s voice carried across the chaos, panic lacing his tone. “Get out of here! Get to safety!”

      Finn froze. Everything inside him wanted to obey his father’s command to run—wanted to flee the choking smoke and unrelenting heat. But he couldn’t tear his gaze from the dragon.

      It hunched beneath a gaping hole in the ceiling, where shattered rafters and splintered stone jutted like broken bones against the night sky. The creature’s long, curved horns had tangled with a chandelier, now hanging drunkenly by a single chain. The scattered starlight above mingled with the glow of flames licking around the half-destroyed roof, creating an otherworldly glare on the dragon’s golden scales.

      Its wings, half-spread, filled the ruined ballroom with a terrible, inescapable presence. Every inch of it was designed to kill. Its talons carved deep gouges in the marble, its powerful tail lashed through the smoke, and its great, golden head moved with the slow deliberation of a predator enjoying the hunt. Watching. Waiting. Deciding.

      And its eyes—those merciless, glowing eyes—found Finn.

      He wasn’t just a stray survivor. He wasn’t even a threat. The dragon’s gaze pinned him in place, not with curiosity, but with a cold, measuring intent. It wasn’t the look of a mindless beast. It was a predator marking its next kill.

      Finn’s pulse slammed against his ribs. He couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe.

      Then Sir Wesley’s battle cry rang out.

      His father’s sword struck, punching through the layer of thin scales just below the dragon’s left wing. The beast shrieked—not just in pain, but in fury, the sound tearing through the crumbling hall like a living thing. It reared back, a violent, bone-rattling quake shaking the walls. Cracks split through the remaining patches of ceiling.

      Finn stumbled, shielding his face as shards of stone and plaster rained down. A deep, reverberating groan rippled through the castle, the walls shuddering under the weight of destruction.

      The dragon lurched, twisting as it recoiled from the wound. Claws raked deep into the marble, struggling for balance, its tail sweeping in a wide arc. The sheer force of its movement sent a violent tremor through the chamber.

      It collided with a crumbling column. The weakened stone gave way instantly, splintering apart in a cascade of rubble.

      Finn’s stomach lurched as he saw the rubble begin to give way. His father’s face turned upward—too late.

      Stone collapsed in a deafening avalanche.

      Finn’s scream tore through the destruction. He ran toward the wreckage, panic hammering through him. His mind was a blur of fire and falling stone, of his father buried beneath crushing weight—until a change in the air sent ice knifing down his spine.

      Something shifted. Finn skidded to a halt, breath locking in his throat. The dragon whirled to track him—a deliberate, predatory pivot.

      It saw him. It wanted him.

      Jaws parted, revealing jagged teeth gleaming like a row of daggers. A low, deadly rumble shook the floor, and Finn’s stomach plunged as a terrible glow ignited in its throat.

      Every knight’s tale he’d ever heard about dragonfire burning men to ash slammed through his mind in a paralyzing rush.

      He couldn’t move. His boots felt nailed to the floor.

      Smoke coiled through the shattered room, tinged with the scent of blood and destruction. Finn’s father was gone. The castle was crumbling. His future destroyed in a single breath.

      The dragon reared back, its maw luminescent with flame. Finn squeezed his eyes shut, the burn of tears lost to the sting of smoke. There was nowhere to run. Nowhere to hide. The fire was coming.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Present day

      

      

      Finn bolted upright, a strangled cry dying on his lips. The echo of it reverberated off the walls of his bedchamber, dampened by the resounding silence that followed. Sweat plastered his nightshirt to his skin, and his heart pounded so violently he half-expected it to make a break for freedom. Frankly, it had the right idea.

      For a moment—terrifying and all too familiar—he was that helpless boy again, lost in the smoke and flame. And gods, wasn’t he tired of reliving it.

      Then reality reasserted itself, his chamber coming into focus in the grey pre-dawn light. The heavy draperies, the polished oak armoire, the small bronze statue of Kavros on the mantel—reminders of his faith and of the man he’d become. Or at least, of the man he was supposed to be. Right now, he mostly felt like an idiot who needed more sleep and fewer nightmares.

      “It was only a dream,” he whispered. Just a dream. Just my own mind kicking me in the ass again. Truly, a delightful way to start the morning.

      He slid his legs over the edge of the bed, pressing the heels of his palms against his eyes to banish the final, lingering wisps of memory. He could still smell the acrid smoke as Solavere Palace burned. A trembling sigh escaped him. There would be no more sleep now; the first pale streaks of dawn were already creeping through the tall windows that overlooked the capital city of Mirathen.

      The city was a bastion of art and architecture—at least the buildings crouched around Solavere Palace were. Over the last decade, the palace itself had undergone extensive restoration, replacing the sections ravaged by dragon attack with fresh masonry and gilded details that glinted in daylight. It was said Lunareth’s builders were the finest in the world, and the palace was their crowning jewel—a place meant to inspire awe and drown out the memories of terror.

      Finn inhaled slowly, willing his pulse to calm, then set about his morning routine. He poured cold water from a basin into a shallow bowl, splashing it onto his face in a bracing shock that banished the haze of sleep. It also forced the last vestiges of the nightmare to recede—if only for now.

      His armor rested on a wooden stand nearby. Finn ran his fingertips over the steel breastplate, feeling the familiar ridges of the etched metal. The etched falcon in flight—the Brightmoor crest—stood proud beneath his touch, a symbol that had once belonged to his father. The armor had been reforged a few years back, but the crest remained, its legacy older than he was. Even now, a slight pang of sorrow surfaced whenever he looked at it.

      “Nothing good comes from dragons,” he whispered, fingers tracing the falcon’s outspread wings.

      He shoved the thought aside, jaw tightening as he buckled each piece into place. Next came his sword belt. The blade it carried was an exquisite piece of craftsmanship, forged by a master smith who dedicated each strike of the hammer to Kavros, god of creation, ambition, and destruction.

      Drawing it partway free, he caught sight of his reflection in the polished steel. He was no longer that helpless boy trembling among the ruined columns. He was Sir Finnian Brightmoor now, a man shaped by a decade of relentless training and hardened by a vow to avenge his father’s death.

      And yet the dreams persisted. If he closed his eyes, he could still see the flames licking at the tapestries, could still hear the thunderous crash of rubble.

      A soft knock pulled him from his thoughts. Re-sheathing the sword with a decisive snick, he raised his voice. “Enter.”

      The door creaked open to reveal a wide-eyed page, perhaps thirteen or fourteen years old. “Begging your pardon, Sir Finnian,” the boy managed, gaze darting between Finn and the sword, “but His Majesty King Darius the Glorious requests your presence in the throne room immediately.”

      Finn’s eyebrows rose. That was never a good sign. “Did His Majesty say why?”

      “No, sir. Only that it was urgent.”

      “All right. Tell His Majesty I’ll be there shortly.”

      The page bobbed his head and hurried off, leaving Finn to wonder at the summons. If King Darius actually called something urgent, it either meant trouble or a very long speech. Possibly both.

      He strode from his chambers, down corridors still dim with flickering lanterns. Sunlight was just beginning to peer over the high walls, igniting motes of dust in golden beams. Servants were already bustling about, and guards were shifting stations like clockwork. The palace bore scars if one knew where to look—sections of masonry that had been rebuilt, tapestries newly woven to replace those lost in the fire and ruin of the dragon’s attack.

      But not all the wounds were from that night. The city had changed in the last few years, shaped by the ongoing war in Revendar. In the lower districts, refugees from the western kingdom still crowded the streets—displaced farmers, outcasts, even those rumored to be druids in hiding. Some had fled their crumbling homeland, driven out by violence that had yet to end. Others had come seeking sanctuary, only to find resentment waiting for them.

      Finn had overheard the muttered complaints of merchants more than once. Too many mouths, too few hands willing to work. Ah, yes. The noble art of blaming the desperate. A time-honored tradition among those who never missed a meal.

      But it wasn’t just the usual grumbling anymore. Lately, the whispers had sharpened to accusations.

      They brought this on themselves.

      The druids of Revendar consorted with dark magic—why else would a dragon slay our royal family?

      They should count themselves lucky we let them live at all.

      The last thought made Finn’s stomach turn.

      As he neared the throne room, Finn picked up on a subtle crackle of energy in the air. Courtiers congregated in tight clusters as they headed for breakfast, their voices low but urgent. He caught snatches of conversation:

      “…dragon sighting in the mountains…” 

      “…Princess Gwenna, after all these years…” 

      “…surely our knights will be sent…”

      His pulse raced like a spooked horse. Dragon. The word curled in his gut like smoke. His fingers twitched toward his sword’s hilt before his mind caught up. This wasn’t the ruins of Solavere Palace. He was no longer a powerless boy.

      He forced his legs to keep moving. A dragon sighting? And Princess Gwenna—missing for so long—mentioned in the same breath? His thoughts ground against each other like a blade against a whetstone, sparking with possibilities, none of them good.

      The great oak doors loomed ahead, flanked by a pair of guards in polished armor. They inclined their heads respectfully as he approached, then pushed open the doors. Finn’s breath caught as he stepped inside.

      In daylight, the throne room glowed with brilliant color. The high, vaulted ceiling rose overhead, supported by pristine marble columns. Stained-glass windows, painstakingly replaced after the destruction of years past, cast shifting pools of jewel-toned light across the marble floor.

      Impressive. Or at least, meant to be. A kingdom rebuilt in glitter and gold, as if that could erase the past. A painting of King Darius facing down a gold dragon hung on the wall near the entrance.

      Finn forced himself to walk forward, ignoring the knot that formed in his throat. He glanced at the dais, where the magnificent throne rose in all its opulent glory—fashioned of gold, inlaid with precious gems. It shone like a beacon, a symbol of the king’s power and the kingdom’s desire to move beyond tragedy.

      And there, lounging with casual grace upon that glittering throne, sat King Darius the Glorious himself.

      Finn had always found the king a study in contrasts. King Darius was all polish and charm on the surface—perfectly coiffed hair, silks that draped with unrelenting elegance, a warm smile that could dazzle any courtier. But smiles were easy. Trust was harder.

      His gaze lingered on the king’s hazel eyes. There was a calculating coldness there that never quite matched the brightness of that cool smile. Finn had seen sharper steel dull itself behind a pleasant face before. Sometimes he wondered if it was simply the mark of a royal: a mask one had to wear when holding an entire kingdom in one’s hands. He couldn’t recall if the old king held such a look.

      He approached the dais, catching snippets of grave whispers from the cluster of advisors around the throne. Their expressions were grim, underscoring the sense of urgency clinging to the room like a gathering storm.

      Finn dropped to one knee, bowing his head. “Your Majesty. You summoned me?”

      “Ah, Sir Finnian Brightmoor,” King Darius greeted, his voice as smooth as honey. “Rise, my loyal knight. We have matters of importance to discuss.”

      Finn stood, meeting the king’s gaze. The warmth in King Darius’s voice was performative, like a merchant flattering a buyer before naming an outrageous price. But beneath the charm lay something sharper, something colder. The shift in the king’s tone set Finn’s nerves on edge.

      King Darius leaned forward. “Tell me, Sir Finnian—what do you recall of the tragedy that befell this castle ten years ago?”

      Finn’s gut clenched, the question striking harder than a mace to the head. He had just woken from the ruins of that night, and now the king wanted to discuss it over morning court? He swallowed hard, forcing his voice steady. “I…I was here that night, Your Majesty,” he managed. “When the dragon came.”

      The king nodded slowly. “Yes. I recall you lost your father in that attack. Sir Wesley—one of our most loyal knights. He gave his life for the kingdom.”

      Finn swallowed past the lump in his throat. “He died protecting the royal family.”

      “Indeed, he did,” King Darius said softly. A hint of something—pity, or perhaps curiosity—crossed his features. Then the king straightened, his tone growing crisp. “And it appears we may need that same valor once again.”

      Finn’s pulse quickened. He had spent a decade training, pushing himself to the brink, all to be ready if ever another dragon threatened these lands.

      King Darius spread his arms wide, addressing the room at large. “For ten years, we have mourned the loss of my betrothed, Princess Gwenna,” he went on, his voice rich with a grief long worn to polished stone. “The night of the dragon’s attack changed everything. That night, the land that might have been our ally betrayed us under the guise of a Revendarian princess.”

      A ripple of agreement passed through the gathered courtiers. Finn caught a few exchanged glances—some smug, others grim, as if this was merely confirmation of what they had long suspected. A few even nodded, murmuring to their neighbors, their expressions dark with certainty.

      “For so long, we believed my precious Gwenna dead, or taken away by the very dragon that tore our palace apart. But now,” King Darius continued, his voice carrying with it a theatrical flourish, “we believe Princess Gwenna may yet live. The same dragon has been sighted near the Misthaven Mountains, no doubt hoping to slip within our borders for another attack.”

      A tidal wave of whispers swept through the chamber. Finn’s breath hitched. Hope, skepticism, and fear collided in his thoughts. Could it truly be the dragon? After all this time?

      King Darius let the crowd buzz for a moment before lifting a hand to silence them. He glanced in Finn’s direction, a sharp glint in his hazel eyes. “We have tried to verify these sightings, of course,” he said, voice almost conspiratorial. “I have, in fact, already sent a small party of knights to investigate.”

      Finn’s eyes widened. He knew the knightly roster by heart—who had been deployed where and when. He’d heard no rumor of any official expedition to the Misthaven Mountains. Because there hadn’t been one. Which meant Darius had done this quietly, and that never boded well.

      “Your Majesty,” he ventured carefully, “I was unaware any knights had been sent to the mountains. Who⁠—?”

      “They were not of our regular forces,” King Darius interjected, his voice clipped. “Mercenaries, knighted outside the kingdom’s usual ceremonies. I enlisted them quietly, without fanfare. Their mission was to bring the beast back to me. Alive.” His mouth curled in distaste. “And they failed.”

      Finn’s stomach dropped. Alive? That was madness. “What use is a live dragon?”

      Darius exhaled sharply, as if Finn had asked something tedious. “None, if it refuses to be tamed.” His expression darkened. The king waved a hand, pacing a step down from the dais, “Because of their failure, I realized I required a knight I could trust completely. One whose reputation for cunning and skill was unmatched, and whose loyalty to Lunareth is beyond reproach.” He turned to Finn, his gaze heavy with expectation. “If the druids of Revendar did unleash this beast upon us, it is only fitting that a knight of Lunareth be the one to end it.”

      And there it was.

      Finn drew a slow breath. “I see. You wish for me to attempt what these…others could not.” His words tasted sour as he added, “Capture the dragon?”

      The king shook his head. “No, Sir Finnian. If the dragon cannot be controlled, it’s of no use to me. Your task is to slay the dragon and rescue Princess Gwenna from its clutches.”

      Finn glanced around the throne room, fully aware of every courtier watching him—judging him. The pressure of so many gazes unnerved him, but none so heavy as the memory of that night ten years ago.

      Finn’s pulse hammered. This was the moment he’d imagined a thousand times—though somehow, in those visions, it had felt cleaner. A chance to avenge his father, to prove himself. Not a political spectacle, not this carefully curated drama with King Darius at the helm. But the dragon was real. That part, at least, had not changed.

      He straightened his spine, giving King Darius a determined nod. “Your Majesty,” he said, voice steadier than he felt, “I accept. By my father’s memory, I will see this done. I will not fail.”

      A surge of applause rippled through the room, punctuated by uneasy murmurs. Nothing like a bit of fanfare before being sent to fight a dragon who’s dispatched every other knight it crossed. King Darius descended the final step from the throne and clasped Finn’s shoulder, leaning in just enough that Finn could catch the faint scent of jasmine and incense that clung to the king’s fine clothes.

      “I knew you would not disappoint me,” King Darius said, low enough that only Finn could hear. There was approval in his voice, but also something akin to a veiled threat. “You have a personal stake in this mission. Let that sharpen your blade…and your wits. The dragon is cunning beyond measure, and none who have gone against it survived to tell the tale. You must not join them.”

      Finn did not flinch. He’d been fighting for years—against men, against monsters, against ghosts that would not let him sleep. He would fight now, too.

      Finn offered a terse nod. “I’ll do whatever it takes to succeed.”

      “See that you do,” King Darius replied. “Our kingdom’s future—and yours—depends on it.”

      With that, the king stepped back, turning to confer in hushed tones with his advisors. A hundred questions swirled in Finn’s mind: how had King Darius discovered this dragon’s location? Why keep the mercenary attempts a secret? It was all so…strange.

      Still, the heartbeat of excitement refused to be stifled. A mission. A chance for vengeance. An opportunity to save the princess—and perhaps the kingdom. Finn pushed aside the unease roiling under his skin.

      He had fought to defend Lunareth’s borders, to protect its people. But sometimes, it had been hard to tell who the enemy really was. A farmer with a stolen sword? A mother shielding her starving children? A druid who had done nothing but exist? He had raised his sword against them all.

      Now, he was being sent to slay a dragon. At least the beast was a known enemy—one bred for destruction.

      Finn strode from the throne room. He couldn’t stop replaying the king’s words—his urgent tone, the implicit demand. None of the mercenaries had returned. None. A bad sign, no matter which way he cut it. A chill slid down Finn’s spine at that thought, but he brushed it aside. Duty first.

      Pausing at a wide, arched window, he took in the sight of Mirathen stretching out below. The early morning sun bathed rooftops and winding streets in soft gold, as if blessing the realm with a fresh start.

      Or maybe it was a sign from Kavros, the Shaper of Flame, urging him onward. Finn had always believed the fire god guided any who stood at a forge or took up a blade with honest purpose. If this quest demanded steel and strength, then perhaps he was precisely where he needed to be.

      His gaze shifted to the distant, hazy peaks of the Misthaven Mountains. Somewhere in that rugged wilderness, a golden-scaled dragon lurked—and possibly Princess Gwenna, lost to the kingdom for ten long years. He gripped the hilt of his sword, a shiver of grim anticipation curling in his gut. Let it come. He had trained for a decade to face exactly this.
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        * * *

      

      The castle armory was a buzz of steel and echoing voices, a place that always quickened Finn’s blood. Squires darted between racks of weapons while apprentices tested the edges of fresh-forged blades. The air tasted of metal dust and sweat—the scent of honest work. No scheming courtiers here, no carefully veiled orders. Just steel, purpose, and the men who knew how to wield it. And for a moment, Finn felt utterly at home.

      A voice boomed above the din. “Sir Finnian!”

      Finn turned, already recognizing the rough-edged bark before he saw the man behind it. Only Thorne could make his name sound both like a greeting and a reprimand. The old weaponsmith limped toward him, eyebrows drawn up in curiosity. Thorne had once served with Finn’s father, both in the forge and on the field, and Finn trusted him with his life.

      “I heard the news,” Thorne went on. “You’re off to challenge the beast that’s been haunting our kingdom?”

      Finn gave a wry twist of a smile. “You make it sound like I volunteered.”

      The blacksmith snorted. “Ah, lad. Kavros grant you strength, because you’ll need it.”

      At the mention of their shared deity, a spark of pride warmed Finn’s heart. Many knights prayed to Aurenis for honor or Thalos for cunning, but those with a taste for the forge and creation—men like his father—gave their devotion to Kavros. That faith flowed through the ringing of hammers on steel, every sword a tribute to the god’s fiery power.

      Master Thorne jerked his head for Finn to follow him deeper into the armory. “This way, boy. I’ve something that might catch your interest.”

      They passed rows of breastplates and halberds until they reached a tall, iron-bound cabinet fixed to the wall. Thorne fished out a small key from his apron and slid it into the lock, his gnarled hands surprising in their finesse. The lock clicked open, revealing a sheathed sword resting on a velvet-lined shelf.

      “It’s special, this one.” Thorne’s words were full of reverence. He eased the weapon into view, letting the morning light dance along its length. “This here is a longblade. She’s a good deal longer than the toothpick you currently use—but one you can wield with one hand or two, depending on the situation. Forged under a prayer to Kavros, during Aurenis’s Festival of the High Sun.”

      “Doesn’t get much better than that,” Finn said, awestruck.

      Thorne grinned, then winked. “Oh, but it does. The blade’s metal is hammered with scales from a slain dragon brought to us by a Hunter of Rynvath. This blade here? It’s thrice-blessed. It’ll do the trick.”

      Finn whistled. He stepped closer, enchanted by the faint swirling patterns in the steel, like ripples on water. A blade wasn’t just a weapon—it was a craftsman’s legacy, a warrior’s lifeline. The crossguard gleamed, etched with motifs of fire and serpentine scales, and the pommel held a polished ruby that seemed to smolder from within. This was no ordinary sword. This was a work of art.

      “It’s…incredible,” he said softly, sliding his fingers along the flat of the blade. 

      “Aye,” Thorne said, pride and sadness mingling in his tone. “Your father commissioned it. Said he had a feeling it’d be needed one day. ‘A sword for the realm,’ he called it.” The old smith’s voice tightened. “I finished forging it just before the attack. Was going to present it to your father officially. Then…you know how that ended.”

      A lump formed in Finn’s throat. He glanced up, meeting Thorne’s weathered gaze. “Father never told me.” Had never even hinted.

      “He wanted it to be a surprise. A gift for you.” Thorne offered the blade to him. “Well, now it’s yours. May Kavros’s fire burn bright in it—and in you.”

      Finn swallowed hard, his father’s memory rising up. There was grief, yes, but also a fierce surge of determination. He wrapped his fingers around the hilt, testing its weight, its balance. “I…thank you. I’ll wield it with honor.” His grip tightened. “And I’ll bring it back.”

      Thorne’s lips twitched into a begrudging smile. “See that you do, lad. Your father would never forgive me if I let his boy die on my watch.” He paused. “He gave it a name, you should know.”

      At that, Finn’s lips quirked. His father had loved to name his weapons, a tradition that made other knights roll their eyes. Finn had always loved it, though. He swallowed, for a moment feeling closer to his father than he had in a decode. “What did he want to call it?”

      “Sunwrath.”

      Finn held the name in his mind, then nodded. It was a good name. A worthy name. He only hoped that he was worthy of it, too. 

      Finn gently slid the sword into its sheath. He unbuckled the belt holding his own and handed it to Thorne. “Seems I won’t need this, at least for now.”

      Thorne accepted it with a nod, then clapped a heavy hand on Finn’s shoulder, the gesture as comforting as any blessing. “Now, off with you. There’s a dragon needs slaying, or so I hear.”
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        * * *

      

      The stables were alive with activity—grooms rushing to tack horses, stable hands ferrying sacks of feed, a few knights preparing for their patrols. The scent of hay and leather hung thick in the air, mingling with the occasional sharp tang of manure.

      Ghost, Finn’s warhorse, was already saddled, her nearly white coat gleaming in the morning light. The mare snorted as he approached, stamping a hoof against the packed ground. Her way of saying, What took you so long?

      From behind a nearby bale of hay, a wiry boy emerged—Tom, freckles scattering across his cheeks like spattered paint. “Sir Finnian! You’re truly going? To fight a dragon?”

      Finn reached over, plucking a stray piece of straw from the boy’s mop of hair. “Looks like you’ve been fighting a hay bale yourself.” He tucked the straw behind Tom’s ear with mock solemnity. “But yes, I am.”

      Tom’s eyes were wide as saucers. “You’ll kill it, won’t you? With one swing of your sword, just like in the ballads?”

      Finn snorted. “If the ballads were right, knights wouldn’t need armor, and dragons would die of embarrassment the moment we arrived.” His expression sobered. “A dragon isn’t a simple foe, Tom. They don’t go down easy.”

      “But you’re the best, sir,” Tom insisted, voice brimming with earnest faith. “You’ll come back a hero, I just know it!”

      Finn exhaled, adjusting his sword belt. Gods, if only it were that simple. But Tom’s certainty, his belief—it was a reminder of why Finn fought. “I’ll do my best.”

      He swung into the saddle. Ghost snorted, shifting impatiently beneath him. She was ready to run, always was.

      Finn gave the stable hands a nod, then turned Ghost toward the main gate. As he loosened the reins, the mare surged forward into a canter. Finn relaxed. No court, no politics—just the open road ahead.
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        * * *

      

      Passing through Mirathen’s winding streets, Finn felt both eyes and murmurs follow him—citizens peeking out of doorways, merchants pausing over wares. A knight on horseback, off to slay a dragon. A perfect story. News traveled quickly, and already rumors crackled in the air like sparks: the princess, the dragon, the king’s shining knight off to save them all. He heard whispers of hope and fear, well-wishes, and even a few prayers to Aurenis or Kavros for victory.

      Though he held his head high, shoulders square, a thousand questions churned. Why the secrecy? If Princess Gwenna had been alive all this time, why was there never a trace? And how had the same dragon that killed his father eluded every Hunter of Rynvath for a decade? A beast that size couldn’t just vanish—unless someone wanted it to.

      Before long, the city gates rose before him. Guards stepped aside, saluting as Finn passed beneath the great stone arch. The last threshold between duty and the unknown. He guided Ghost onto the open road that wound through rolling farmland, the hills eventually giving way to deep forests and, in time, the looming silhouette of the Misthaven range.

      He paused atop a gentle rise, letting his gaze sweep back over Mirathen. Solavere Palace’s spires glinted in the sunshine, a kingdom standing tall, as if it had never burned. Here at the edge of the wild, the wind rustled tall grasses at the roadside, carrying with it the scent of pine from a nearby grove.

      For the briefest moment, Finn closed his eyes and breathed in, centering himself. No applause here. No whispers. Just wind and steel and purpose.

      “Father,” he whispered under his breath, “I’m doing this for you. For your memory. For the realm you loved.” His hand drifted to Sunwrath at his side. The sword his father left him. “May Kavros guide my blade as surely as you once guided me.”

      Then, without looking back again, he urged Ghost into a brisk trot. The city receded behind him, and the mountains beckoned.

      Finnian Brightmoor was no longer the frightened boy who cowered in the embers of a ruined ballroom. He was a knight blessed by Kavros’s flame, a warrior armed with the deadliest sword the realm offered. A man with nothing left to fear—except failure.

      And he did not intend to fail.
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