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Dedication 

For the ones who survived the fire—and chose to fly anyway. 
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Chapter One: Cursed by the Void 
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Kaelira Danirion was born beneath a blood eclipse—the kind that turned rivers to mirrors and made even the stars blink. Midwives whispered omens. The Seer assigned to her birth clawed out her own eyes before morning, muttering, “She bears the mark of both flame and shadow.” 

By the time Kaelira could speak, everyone in the Empire of Aerithen had heard the rumors: the girl who survived the eclipse, whose mother died screaming in tongues, and who was untouched by fire even as the temple she was born in burned to the ground. 

That much, at least, was true. Fire did not touch her. And she had learned not to ask why. 
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Sixteen years later, on the eve of her Bonding Day, Kaelira stood alone on the Spire of Selection—the highest point of the Academy. From here, she could see the great Divide in the distance: the scorched, cursed barrier that separated the known world from the Witherlands beyond. Even the wind here tasted different—sharper, like ash laced with lightning. 

Her hands tightened on the balustrade as the twin moons rose, one pale as bone, the other flushed with red. Below her, dragons soared in lazy, looping arcs across the twilight sky, their scales catching moonlight in brief flashes of opal and onyx. 

“You should be getting dressed,” came a voice behind her. Familiar, sharp, amused. 

Kaelira didn’t turn. “You’re early, Eryx.” 

“You’re late.” His boots scraped stone as he approached. “They’ll start the ceremony without you if you don’t come down soon. Not that you care.” 

She gave him a sidelong glance. “They’d notice if the cursed girl didn’t show up.” 

“You’re not cursed.” 

“No?” She held out her palm. A flicker of black flame curled in her hand, coiled like a serpent, then vanished. “Tell that to the Conclave.” 

Eryx exhaled, not in frustration but in something closer to resignation. “You’ve trained harder than anyone in our year. You earned your place here. They just don’t know what to do with you.” 

Kaelira looked down at the open Bonding Arena far below—its vast circle ringed with fire glyphs, already beginning to glow. “Neither do I.” 

Eryx stepped beside her. “Tomorrow you could be a rider. One of the few chosen. One of the bonded.” 

“Or one of the broken.” 

“You won’t be. Not you.” 

She turned to him, meeting his eyes—ice-pale and piercing. “I dream of wings,” she whispered. “But they’re not dragon wings. They’re made of something else. Something... older.” 

Eryx said nothing. But his jaw tightened. 

“You’ve read the old scrolls, haven’t you?” she asked. 

“That’s forbidden.” 

“Then you have.” 

He hesitated. “There are stories. Of ancient beings. Not dragons. Not gods. Creatures that came from the stars before the world hardened into what it is now. The Voidkind.” 

Kaelira’s breath caught. 

“But they’re myths,” he added quickly. 

“So were dragons. Once.” 
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The Bonding Arena roared with sound and light. 

Kaelira stood at the edge of the summoning circle, dressed in her formal bonding leathers—midnight black, trimmed in silver thread. Her long hair was braided back, her mother’s pendant cold against her chest. 

Around her, students fidgeted in tight rows. Families filled the high stands. The Conclave loomed in their floating dais, robes swirling with enchantments. 

Dragons soared above—majestic, enormous, radiating elemental magic. One by one, they descended and chose. 

A flame dragon landed before a boy two rows to Kaelira’s left. The sigil on his arm lit in red fire as the bond formed. A storm dragon picked a girl beside Eryx. Thunder cracked as their souls entwined. 

Then silence. 

A stillness too deep to be natural. 

The clouds above split open—not by weather, but by something else. A fissure tore across the sky, bleeding violet light. Wind screamed. Even the dragons shrieked in fear. 

From the rift descended a being no one recognized. 

Not scaled. 

Not mortal. 

A creature of impossible symmetry, like a dream given flesh. Its wings shimmered with stars. Its eyes held constellations. 

The crowd backed away. 

Kaelira stepped forward. 

“DO NOT ENGAGE,” bellowed one of the Conclave. Sigils flared. Wards tried to form. 

But the creature ignored them. 

It landed before her. And bowed. 

Inside her mind, a voice older than sound spoke. 

“Daughter of flame and sorrow. You are mine. And I am yours.” 

Her vision split. Her soul tore open like parchment. And something poured into her—not just power, but history. Memory. Thousands of lifetimes compressed into one searing instant. 

She screamed—but not in pain. 

In recognition. 

The bond snapped into place. 

Black sigils spiraled across her skin, glowing with violet light. Her body lifted off the ground. The winds ceased. The rift sealed. 

When she fell, Eryx caught her. 

The last thing she saw before the world vanished was the look on the Conclave’s faces. 

Terror. 
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She awoke in the Infirmary Spire. Magic pulsed faintly in the air around her—protective wards. 

“Stay down,” a voice warned. 

She turned her head. Eryx sat nearby, armor scuffed, a shallow cut on his cheek. “You’ve been unconscious for twelve hours.” 

“The creature—” 

“Still here,” he said. “Refuses to leave the Arena. Won’t speak to anyone else.” Kaelira swallowed. Her mouth was dry. Her hands trembled. 

“I felt... everything,” she said. “Lifetimes. Wars. Stars dying.” 

Eryx leaned forward. “What bonded to you wasn’t a dragon. The Conclave has no record 

of it.” 

“Do you know what it is?” 

He hesitated. “I think... it’s Voidborn. A relic of what came before. A living fragment of the old creation.” 

Kaelira sat up. “Is that why they’re afraid of me?” 

“They should be.” His voice was quiet. “Because if that thing truly bonded with you, then you’re not just a rider.” 

“What am I?” 

Eryx looked her in the eyes. “A gate.” 
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They kept her in the Infirmary for two more days. 

The creature—Nyxtharion, it called itself—waited outside like a statue. It refused food. Refused to move. Only blinked, slowly, like a planet watching insects. 

The Conclave debated what to do. 

Kaelira wasn’t invited to those discussions. 

But rumors spread. That she was possessed. That she’d opened the Sky Gate. That she wasn’t Kaelira anymore. 

None of that was true. 

But even she wasn’t sure who she was now. 

On the third night, she dreamt. 

She stood in a field of stars. At the center was Nyxtharion, coiled in a spiral. 

Around them, whispers echoed—some kind, some cruel. 

“You were not meant to awaken yet,” one voice said. 

“She is a flaw,” said another. “A crack in the weave.” 

Nyxtharion looked at her. “You will be hunted. Not for what you are, but for what you might become.” “What is that?” Kaelira asked. 

Its wings unfurled. 

“The end of endings.” 
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She woke sweating, heart pounding. 

Eryx was at her side again. 

“I saw it,” she said. 

“So did I,” he whispered. 

Kaelira looked out the window. The sky was still. But something in her soul was not. 

“I think I broke something,” she said. 

“No,” he said. “You revealed something.” 
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By week’s end, the Conclave announced her fate. 

She would be allowed to stay at the Academy. 

But she was no longer classified as a dragonrider. 

She was something else. 

Voidbound. 

A new term. A new classification. 

A new fear. 
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But as Kaelira stood again on the Spire, Nyxtharion circling silently above, she knew one thing with certainty: 

Whatever had begun in that arena was not an ending. 

It was the first chapter of a story that would burn through empires. 

And she would not run from it. 

Not anymore. 
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Chapter Two: Bonding Day 
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The sun had not yet risen, but the Academy buzzed with unrest. Kaelira woke not to light but to the subtle hum of magic coursing through the walls. Her skin prickled as if the stone itself had secrets to whisper. 

It was Bonding Day. 

Except her bond had already formed. And it had changed everything. 

She dressed slowly, unsure whether she was expected to participate again. Her ceremonial leathers still bore scorch marks from the rift. Her skin still shimmered faintly with the afterglow of the void bond—inky sigils that moved ever so slightly when she wasn’t looking. 
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