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Prologue
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The city burned.

Smoke smothered the stars. Fire climbed stone and glass. Dragons fought in the dark above, wings beating the hot air. Their roars shook the streets.

At the centre stood a rider.

His armour hung in tatters.

His eyes were black. He raised a hand and shadows moved. They poured across flags and cobbles. They swallowed soldiers.

They climbed walls and slipped under doors.

Other riders circled him. Flame dragons and frost dragons tried to hem him in. No one dared fly close.

“Hold the line,” someone shouted.

He did not hear them. Or he did not care.

The shadow dragon behind him roared.

The sound cracked the paving. The rider’s mouth shaped a word that no one caught. Darkness surged again.

By dawn, towers lay in heaps. Ash drifted in the wind like grey snow.

The rider knelt in the ruins. His dragon lay still beside him.

The world learned a lesson. A shadow dragon destroyed what it touched. A rider joined to one lost control and brought ruin.

The rulers met.

Priests, generals, and scholars agreed. If a shadow dragon ever chose again, the rider would die. The law was simple. It would be swift.

Everyone prayed the shadow line had ended.

Beyond Nightrift, whispers told of cities that had sealed their seams with blood rites.
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Chapter 1: The Burning City
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The letter reached Lyra at first light. The seal showed a dragon tower. The paper smelled faintly of smoke and wax.

By decree of Nightrift, you are chosen for the Trial of Bonding.

She read it twice on the cliff path above the harbour. The tide slid in and out.

Gulls called. Nets hung from the posts to dry. Her name sat on the page as if it belonged to someone else.

Chosen. For the academy.

For dragons.

Old Marwen came up the path behind her. He leaned on his stick and spat. “They will break you, girl. These letters take the poor and send back cinders.”

Lyra folded the parchment and tucked it under her shirt.

“Thank you for the kindness,” she said.

He snorted and limped away.

She took a breath. Then another. The air tasted of salt and tar. She went home, packed her father’s knife, two shirts, and the little packet of pepper he had saved for winter stews.

She paused over his old cap on the peg, then left it where it hung.

The caravan road climbed the hills and cut inland. Nobles rode with banners and guards. Traders followed with fat carts. A handful of other chosen walked like her, light on goods and heavy on worry.

On the second evening, a flyer passed overhead.

The dragon’s shadow rolled over the ruts and grass. People stopped and tipped their faces to the sky. The beast turned once, bright scales flashing, then slid toward the mountains.

Lyra’s heart thudded. She pressed a palm to her sleeve.

A mark there had itched since the letter came, a dark swirl no bigger than a coin. It warmed under her touch. She told herself it was the climb and the long day.

On the third afternoon the mountain broke the horizon. The academy sat inside it and on it, part cave and part fortress.

Four great towers speared the sky. Each bore a sigil. Flame. Frost.

Storm. Shadow. Banners lifted in the wind.

The gates opened when the sun touched the western ridge.

Lyra stepped into a courtyard the size of the village green. Stone terraces climbed its sides.

Instructors waited in black and crimson robes. Their faces held no welcome.

The Headmaster stood at the front. Silver hair. A scar down one cheek.

His eyes tracked across the crowd and left no hiding place.

“You stand at Nightrift,” he said. “We train riders here. Dragons do not choose the weak. Nor the corrupt.

Half of you will fall before the month ends. Some will fall before the next bell.”

A thin ripple moved through the candidates.

“You will run trials. You will fail or pass in public. You will not whine.” He paused.

“There is one law you will know before anything else.

If a shadow dragon chooses a rider, we end that bond. At once.”

Someone laughed. It died quick.

Lyra’s sleeve prickled. She kept her arm still at her side.

Do not scratch. Do not look. Do not let them see.

The first trial started with no trumpet. Instructors drove them from the courtyard and up a broken path that clung to the cliff.

Ropes hung at bad angles. The wind shoved at backs and faces. A drop fell away on the right, sheer and grey.

Nobles formed small knots and hauled one another across the gaps. Guards on the terraces shouted advice.

Lyra kept her head down and watched her feet. She used the small holds. She chose the narrow ledges that a bigger body would not trust. She passed three boys who clung to a rope and wept.

Halfway up, a plank shifted under her boot.

She dropped flat, fingers tight on a crack. The plank fell into the gorge. A girl screamed behind her. Lyra twisted, caught the girl’s wrist, and shoved her hand to the right hold.

“Thank you,” the girl gasped.

“Move,” Lyra said.

“Think later.”

By the time she reached the top, her lungs rasped and her arms shook. Instructors took names and marked slates. A bell tolled. The echo rolled over the peaks.

She stood straight and tried to slow her breath.

A boy in polished mail waited near the finish.

He had not broken a sweat. His hair was tied back, dark and neat. He wore a badge with a spiked wheel. A noble house she did not know.

He watched those who finished with lazy interest.

When Lyra crossed the line, his gaze sharpened.

“Surprised?” she said. It slipped out before she chose it.

He lifted an eyebrow. “A little.” His voice was smooth. “You look like the wind would blow you off the lower rung.”

“It tried,” she said.

“I did not let it.”

He studied her a moment longer. “Name.”

“Lyra.” She did not offer more.

“Kael of Orwyn.” He waited, as if that should matter to her.

She nodded and stepped away.

The courtyard became a sea of small tents and cookfires by dusk. Soot rose in steady curls. The kitchens sent out bread and stew.

The bread was hard. The stew was thin and hot and tasted better than it looked.

Lyra ate alone on the edge of the light and watched the four towers take the last colour from the sky. Dragons wheeled above them, a loose ring of moving stars. The mark on her arm grew warm again, then hot.

She drew back her sleeve in the shadow of her knee.

The skin there glowed faintly, like banked coals. She clenched her fist. The glow faded. Sweat cooled on her neck.

“Problem?” a voice said.

She jerked and looked up.

Kael stood over her. He did not bother to hide that he had seen the quick movement and the way she had shielded her arm.

“None,” she said. “Checking a scrape.”

“You should have the infirmary see to it.” He spoke as if giving good advice to a dog that might bite.

“Will they care for the poor?” she said. “Or did the kitchens spend all the kindness in one bowl.”

His mouth twitched.

“The healers care for injuries. They do not sort coins while someone bleeds.” His gaze flicked to her sleeve again. “You did not look like a scrape.”

She held his eyes. “I am fine.”

“For now,” he said.

He left before she could shape a reply.

He walked as if the ground were his and the rest of them were guests.

Night settled. The mountain cooled. The fires burned low. Lyra slept beside her pack.

She dreamed of a vast shape that moved without sound, like a shadow that remembered it once had weight.

In the morning the instructors rang steel bars with hammers. The sound cut sleep cleanly. Candidates lined up on the lower terrace. The Headmaster lifted a hand.

Silence fell.

“Trial two,” he said. “Synchronisation. You will enter the ring in threes. You will approach the waiting dragons.

You will stand still. You will breathe. If a dragon takes offence at you, it will throw you from the ring. If a dragon ignores you, you will leave with all your limbs and no future.

If a dragon shows interest, you will not reach for it. You will not speak. You will kneel. Slowly.”

A gate in the far wall opened.

A dragon stalked into the ring. Its scales flashed a deep red gold. Its eyes were older than the mountain. Heat rolled from it.

Three candidates stepped through the inner gate.

The dragon sniffed the air. It nosed the first boy, then flicked him aside with a casual toss. He rolled and scrambled out on hands and knees. The second boy fainted where he stood.

The third did not move, and after a time the dragon huffed and turned away. The instructors drove the three back to the line.

So it went. A frost dragon with pale plates and breath like winter. A storm dragon that sparked faintly when it shook out its wings.

Some candidates left limping. Some left in tears. A handful returned with a strange light in their faces and were led to a side pen where other newly noted names sat with quills.

Lyra’s turn came in the sixth group.

She stepped into the ring with a tall girl with a shaved head and a boy whose hands would not stop shaking. The gate opened for the dragon that waited for them.

Shadows seemed to gather before anything stepped through.

Sound fell flat. Even the wind paused. Then a shape slid from the dark. Its scales were not black.

They were the colour of midnight water, glossy and deep, and every now and then they caught a trace of purple like a bruise.

The terraces hissed as one. People breathed words she could not make out. The instructors stilled. The Headmaster’s face hardened into stone.

Lyra’s arm burned.

The mark under her sleeve seared like iron. She could not feel her fingers.

Do not move, she told herself. Breathe.

The tall girl took one step back. The boy with the shaking hands made a thin sound in his throat and ran for the gate.

A guard seized him and hauled him aside.

The shadow dragon’s head turned. It studied Lyra. Its eyes held no colour she knew. They were not kind.

They were not cruel. They were old.

Every muscle in her body wanted to run. She unlocked her knees by force and went still. Her breath went in and out like a saw.

The dragon came closer.

Its breath smelled like rain on stone. It lowered its head until the ring of its eye filled her sight. The world reduced to that dark lens and her heartbeat.

If it chooses you, you die.

The law sat in her mind like a weight. She should step back.

She should break the gaze and force the guards to drag her out. She did not move. Something in her knew that any sudden act would end her faster than a blade.

The dragon blinked. Its upper lip folded back a fraction.

Smoke whispered from its nostrils. The mark on Lyra’s arm flared. A chill moved over her skin at the same time, as if heat and cold met and fought under her sleeve.

She went to her knees. Slow, as ordered.

She lowered her head. She set her palms on the dust. The stone felt warm.

The dragon breathed out. The air stroked her hair.

It made the little wisps around her ears lift. It did not push her. It waited.

A voice like a bell struck water sounded inside her head.

Mine.

The word did not pass through her ears. It fell through her bones.

Lyra did not look up.

She shut her eyes. Her throat closed. For a long moment nothing happened.

Then a hand caught her shoulder and wrenched her back. Guards closed in.

The ring filled with bodies and steel. Someone threw a heavy chain. The dragon snarled once, a low, dangerous sound, and the chain fell short. It did not rise to fight.

The Headmaster’s voice cut across the ring.

“Clear the yard.”

Lyra stumbled as the guards dragged her toward a side gate. She found her feet and tried to stand without leaning on them. Faces blurred past. Some held fear, some anger, a few held pity that tasted like ashes.

A tall figure stepped into their path.

Kael. He looked from her to the dragon and back again. His hand dropped to the hilt at his side. He did not draw.

“Headmaster,” he called, without taking his eyes off Lyra.

“The law requires proof of loss of control before sentence.”

Murmurs. The Headmaster’s gaze cut to him. “So it does.”

“She has not lost control,” Kael said. “Not yet.”

Lyra found her voice.

“I have a name,” she said. It came out hoarse. “Lyra.”

He looked at her then, properly. He seemed to weigh something for a heartbeat.

“Lyra,” he said.

“You will be watched. Closely.” He shifted his attention back to the Headmaster. “By me, while the Council decides.”

“Not your choice,” the Headmaster said.

“My house keeps the duelling rules,” Kael said. “We keep the witness logs.

If the Council wants a clean record, it should have one.”

The Headmaster held his stare. Then he nodded once. “Very well. She lives and she trains.

She will sleep in the shadow order rooms. She will take no step unmarked.”

He looked at Lyra. “If you falter, I end it.”

The guards released her. She swayed where she stood.

The dragon in the ring watched her leave, head cocked like a curious bird. Its pupils thinned to slits in the bright air.

Kael fell in beside her as she walked toward the shadow tower. “Do not thank me,” he said quietly. “I meant what I said.

If you lose control, I stop you.”

Lyra kept her eyes ahead. “Then watch closely,” she said. “You will see me hold.”

He almost smiled. It did not reach his eyes.

“You are a long way from the harbour, Lyra.”

“So are you,” she said.

He let out a breath that could have been a laugh. Or not. “I was born on stone like this,” he said. “I learned to walk with a sword in hand.

You learned to tie knots in the wind. We will see which lesson wins.”

They reached the door to the shadow order dormitory. The corridor beyond stood empty. Dust lay on the windowsills.

Names carved into the lintel had lines struck through them. Some had two lines. Some had three.

Kael nodded at the door. “Welcome to your house,” he said.

“Try not to die in it.”

She stepped inside. The room smelled of cold and old smoke. A thin bed waited. A small chest.

A wash bowl. On the table lay a shard of black shell, curved and glossy. It caught the light with a faint violet gleam.

Lyra touched the shard with one fingertip. A hum ran up her arm and settled behind her eyes.

She pulled her hand back. Her mark cooled.

She set her pack on the bed. She washed the dust from her face and hands. When she looked up, her reflection in the window showed a girl with sea salt freckles and dark hair and eyes too wide.

“Mine,” the voice had said.

She drew the curtain.

She sat on the bed and set her feet flat on the floor. The stone under her soles felt steady. She let the quiet of the room sink in, then rose and went back to the door.

Kael waited in the corridor. He looked as if he had not moved.

He looked as if he had been carved there.

“I am going to the training yard,” she said.

“Now?” His eyes flicked to the window. The light had gone thin and slant. “You will fall over.”

“I will fall over there,” she said. “Not here.”

He studied her, then nodded.

“One hour. Then the infirmary. That is not a request.”

“Fine,” she said.

They walked in silence. The yard had emptied.

A few stubborn candidates still worked through footwork drills. Lyra took a practice blade from the rack. Its weight felt new in her hand. She moved into the first drill she had learned from watching dock guards in spare minutes.

Step. Guard. Cut. Turn.

Her body remembered work.

Nets. Ropes. Heavy baskets at the end of long days. She did not have speed, not yet, but she had rhythm and patience.

After a time she forgot the mark on her arm.

She forgot the room with the struck names. She forgot the dragon watching her like a problem set on a table.

When her hands began to shake, she stopped. Kael stood with his arms folded. His face had given up any show of boredom.

“Better than I expected,” he said.

“You expected me to drop the blade,” she said.

“Yes.”

“I did not.”

“No.”

They stood for a breath that held too much and not enough.

“Infirmary,” he said.

She nodded.

She set the blade back on the rack and followed him. The healers’ hall smelled of herbs and boiled linen. A woman with iron grey plaits cleaned a shallow cut on Lyra’s forearm and gave her tea that tasted like bark. She did not ask about the mark.

Or if she saw it, she chose not to speak.

By the time Lyra reached the shadow dorm again, the halls were quiet. She closed the door and leaned her forehead against the wood. Her chest felt tight and light at once.

She lay on the bed and stared at the ceiling. She tried to count breaths, not thoughts.

The shard on the table glinted in the last scrap of dusk.

She slept in fits.

Once, she woke with the sure sense that something stood at the foot of the bed. The room was empty. She heard a wing beat in the back of her mind, slow and heavy, as if from a distance.

She pressed her palm to her arm. The mark pulsed once, gentle as a heartbeat.

Then it was still.

“Mine,” she whispered into the dark, and did not know if she meant the word as surrender or a promise.
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Chapter 2: First Light
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Dawn rinsed the room in thin light. Dust hung in the beam from the narrow window. Lyra lay still and counted five slow breaths. The mark on her arm pulsed once, then quieted.

Her mouth felt dry.

She rose, washed, and dressed. The shard on the table caught the early glow. Her fingertip hovered above it, then she drew her hand back and laced her boots. The corridor outside the shadow dorm stood empty.

Cold air moved along the stone like a tide.

The yard hummed with voices. Candidates formed lines by tower. Flame in bright reds. Frost in pale blues.

Storm in iron greys. Shadow stood alone. Lyra took the place marked for her and fixed her eyes on a crack in the flags. People glanced toward her, then away again, as if a glance might stain.

Kael stepped into view at the edge of the yard.

He spoke to an instructor, then crossed to her line. He stopped a stride away and stood as if posted there.

“Guardian duty,” he said. “Do not make me regret volunteering.”

She looked straight ahead. “Do not give me orders unless the Headmaster puts them in your mouth.”

A corner of his mouth lifted, then went flat.

“Attend first. Speak later.”

The Headmaster climbed the low dais. Instructors fanned behind him. A woman in a dark green coat stood among them.

She wore no crest, only a thin chain of old silver and a clear stone that held a pale light of its own. Her hair was iron, her eyes unreadable.

“Orders,” the Headmaster said. “You will hear the rules now. You will remember them under pressure.”

The woman in green stepped forward.

Her voice carried without effort.

“Rule one. You do not summon power in the dorms or halls. Training yards only. Ward lines ring those spaces.

Cross them with active force and the wards answer. You will not enjoy it.”

A few nervous laughs died quickly.

“Rule two. No duels outside the ring. No blades outside the racks.

Breakers spend a week in the cells, then face the ring blindfolded. Most do not make that mistake twice.”

“Rule three. Bonded students feed and tend their dragons at first bell and last bell. No exceptions.

A hungry dragon seeks its own answer.”

“Rule four. Bonds fall under strict watch.” She turned her face toward Lyra. “You will wear a seal until the Council reaches a view.”

She lifted a small disc from a leather pouch. The metal gleamed dull as river stone.

Runes traced its edge. Lyra’s skin cooled as the disc drew near, then prickled in warning. The woman reached for Lyra’s left wrist.

Lyra did not pull away. The disc touched skin and settled like a second pulse.

Heat met cold. The two ran together and steadied. The chain that held the disc tightened of its own accord and locked with a soft click.

“What if it hurts,” Lyra said.

“It will,” the woman said. “Pain is a message.

Learn the words and you will live.” She shifted her gaze to Kael. “You keep the first log. Bring it to my office at evening bell.”

Kael inclined his head. “Archivist.”

So this was the academy’s keeper of rules and records.

The woman’s glance slid over the yard once more.

“Final rule. If a dragon marks you as food, not friend, the wardens will not leap to your rescue. Understand what you face. Then step forward with your eyes open.”

The Headmaster returned to the front.

“Drills.

Breath and poise with Master Commander Halvor. Theory in the mid hall with Scholar Reys. Pens at second bell. If you are bonded, you will not miss the pens.

We begin.”

Lines broke, then formed again on the lower terrace. Master Commander Halvor paced down the row, a man built like a quarried block. His voice resembled scraped stone. He set them to stance and breath until legs trembled.

He walked behind them and pushed shoulders down, lifted chins, tapped knees to bend or straighten. He did not spare Lyra or favour her. 

He did not linger near her either, as if distance offered a thin shield.

“Balance lives at the feet,” he said. “Then in the breath.

Your mind follows the air. If your breath breaks, your blade wobbles. If your blade wobbles, you bleed.”

He clapped once. “Pairs.”

Kael shifted at Lyra’s side.

“With me.”

“I would choose a friend,” she said.

“You do not have one here,” he said, mild as milk. “Left guard. Show me.”

She lifted the practice blade. He tapped her elbow and hip with two neat touches.

“Lower,” he said.

“You are braced like a gull on a rope. Trust the ground. It holds.”

She adjusted. He nodded once.

“Advance.

Cut. Recover.”

They moved through the sequence. He flowed around her without show. When she lagged a beat, he matched her beat.

When she rushed, he slowed her pace with a look and a tilt of his sword edge. She began to forget the lines around the yard. She forgot the heat in her wrist. She learned the measure of his stride and the shape of his reach.

Master Commander Halvor called the step.

“Turn. Repeat.”

A boy in Storm colours stumbled near Lyra and swung wild. She ducked. The strike skimmed past.

Kael’s blade flashed and knocked the errant strike away before it reached anybody else.

“Eyes on your lane,” Kael said to the boy. No rise in his tone, no sneer. The boy flushed, nodded, and corrected.

At rest, Lyra wiped sweat from her brow and drank from the wooden cup Master Commander Halvor thrust into her hand. The water tasted faintly of iron.

Her wrist cooled under the disc, then warmed in answer, as if a tide ran through bone.

“Does it bite,” Kael asked, gaze flicking to the seal.

“It speaks,” she said.

“What does it say.”

“Do not ask me to strip in the yard,” she said. Then, “It says stop when I stray.”

“Listen to it,” he said.

Drills gave way to theory. Scholar Reys filled a chalkboard with dates, names, and treaty lines. Orders of old.

Pacts set between dragons and courts. Three times the chalk tapped a clause tied to rider faults and three times the scholar’s eyes landed on Lyra without change of tone.

“Bonds broke our last pact,” he said near the end. “They did not shatter it alone. Pride did that.

Fear did the rest.”

Lyra kept her notes tidy and her mouth shut. Her head throbbed by the time second bell rang.

Pens.

The walk down to the caves passed through a gate etched with spiral lines. The air cooled at once. Water ticked in far channels.

The smell changed, salt and iron sliding into stone and old smoke.

The pens opened into a wide chamber ribbed by pillars. Light spilled from deep bowls set high on the walls. Handlers moved with slow, sure steps. They did not wear crests.

They wore scars. Their hands were marked with old burns and fresher scratches.

Brann met them at the entrance, a bear of a man with a shorn scalp and kind eyes.

“Bonded pairs with me,” he said. “No shrieking. No grabbing at neck spines.

You would be amazed what fools try.”

He led them along a curved path to the first pen. A lean frost dragon lay within, plates pale as lake ice. The boy paired with it stood stiff as a spear. The dragon eyed him and sneezed a little cloud.

The boy flinched. Brann’s mouth curved.

“Get used to water in the face,” he said. “Better here than a gale fifty heights up.”

They passed two more pens. A gold-red flame dragon dozed with one eye half open.

A storm dragon tasted the air and made the span of its mouth crackle.

Brann stopped at the last pen. The stone at its threshold was darker by a shade. The light felt thinner, as if the flame in the bowls stood back a pace.

“Yours,” he said to Lyra. He kept his voice level.

“Stand at the rail. Do not climb. Do not turn your back without telling me first.”

Lyra stepped to the rail. Her palm left a damp print on the wood.

The pen looked empty. Then her eyes learned the dark. A long shape unspooled from shadow and moved toward her.

Her chest went tight. She made herself breathe.

The dragon halted an arm’s length away.

In this light its scales drank colour. Only a faint bruise of violet showed at the edges. Its pupils had become wide in the dim. They held a ring of silver near the rim that she had not seen before.

“Hello,” she said.

Her voice sounded thin and too high.

The dragon’s head tipped. Warm air brushed her face. The mark under the disc fired and cooled in two quick waves. The word from yesterday joined her bones again.

Mine.

“I do not belong to anyone,” she said before she thought better.

“We share.”

A sound like water over stone slipped through her mind, an old amusement. Not words. A mood. She felt it as much as heard it.

She reached for a name without knowing why.

One rose and settled in her mouth.

“Vesper,” she said.

The dragon blinked as if filing the word away. Not refusal. Not assent. Interest.

Brann slid a bucket along the rail.

“Feed. Hand flat. Do not snatch back if teeth touch skin. Smooth and slow.”

The meat smelled coppery.

Lyra lifted a strip. Vesper did not lunge. The long tongue curled and took the offering in one neat motion. Lyra’s stomach loosened by a notch.

“Good,” Brann said.

“Again.”

She fed three more strips. The fourth time the dragon’s teeth grazed the base of her fingers. She held steady. The disc stung, then eased.

“You learn quick,” Brann said to her.

Then, in a voice for the air, “And you watch well,” to the dragon.

Kael stood a little behind her shoulder. He had not announced himself. He had the look he wore in the ring, attention without heat.

“You keep guards,” Lyra said, not turning.

“I keep promises,” he said.

“Do you keep them when nobody sees.”

“Yes.”

“Good to know.”

Vesper lowered its head until one dark plate touched the rail beside Lyra’s hand. The surface felt warmer than the air.

The dragon did not move away when her knuckles brushed the edge.

“My father mended nets,” she said to the pen, though the words were for herself. “I am not a net. I will not break on a post and hang in wind.”

Kael said nothing. Brann’s mouth went soft for a breath, then firm again.

“End of feeding,” Brann said.

“Step back.”

Vesper’s eyes narrowed a fraction, then the long neck curved and the body slid into shadow once more. The sense of attention remained. The pens seemed to hold their breath. Then sound returned.

Water ticked. A handler coughed somewhere out of sight.

Back in the light, Lyra blinked and lifted a hand to shade her eyes. The disc on her wrist gave a short pulse.

“Council summons,” Kael said, reading the small sigil that had appeared on the metal face. “After third bell.”

“Alone,” she said.

“No,” he said.

Her jaw set.

“I will not walk forever with a line on my neck.”

“You do not wear a line,” he said. “You wear a witness.”

She almost said she did not need one. The list of carved names rose behind her eyes. She closed her mouth and fell into step.

Scholar Reys set essays for the afternoon and pointed them to the archive shelves.

Lyra traced spines and found titles that matched the list. She slid a thin volume free. Old parchment whispered. The first page showed a draft copy of the pact written after the city burned.

The scribe’s hand listed clean conditions. It left the shadow line to a single paragraph written in careful, spare script.

If a bond forms, the academy will end it at once, unless a council of four witnesses records proof of stability under trial.

She stared at the words until the ink blurred. Four witnesses. Kael would be one.

The Archivist, likely two. The Headmaster, three. Who would choose the fourth. Who would step near enough to see her fail or hold.

The desk creaked as she leaned back.

She fixed her gaze on the rafters, then on the page again. She made herself read the whole law twice and copy the paragraph with a steady hand.

The bell struck.

The council chamber sat behind a dark door on the upper terrace. A guard opened it at their knock. The room beyond held a long table and four chairs.

Three were filled.

The Headmaster. The Archivist. A thin man in an old blue coat with ink on his fingers. He wore no crest.

His eyes were kind and tired.

“Lyra,” the Headmaster said. “Sit.”

She sat. Kael took the place against the wall, quill in hand. The scratch of it marked the first line of the record.

The Archivist folded her hands.

“We do not end bonds lightly. We do not let fear decide for us. You will train. You will submit to measures.

You will attend study on control. You will sleep under ward.”

Lyra waited. The thin man in blue spoke.

“I am Scholar Reys in the council’s seat today,” he said. “I hold the fourth witness until a permanent appointment lands.

You will not fail for lack of fair eyes.”

Lyra exhaled, slow and silent.

The Headmaster placed a small wooden box on the table and opened it. Inside lay a ring of dark metal. No gem. Lines ran along the band like threads in a net.

“This sits under your bed,” he said.

“It hums when the bond surges. It hums when you sleep. If it screams, we run.”

“I prefer breath to screaming,” Lyra said.

“So do we,” the Headmaster said.

The Archivist slid a paper across the table. “Sign.

Your name only. No house. No mark.”

Lyra took the quill. Her hand felt steady as she wrote.

The sight of her name on the page settled something inside her ribs.

“You will take meals in the main hall with your tower,” Reys said. “You will not hide. You will not bait. If someone baits you, you will count to five and leave.

Tell the record who and when. Do not answer with fist or flame.”

“Understood,” Lyra said.

“Good,” the Headmaster said. “Go back to work. Keep the quill full, Orwyn.”

Kael lifted the ink pot in silent answer.

Outside, the sun had dipped behind the western ridge.

The yard filled with the smells of supper. Lyra stepped into the main hall with her tray and stopped for a heartbeat. Conversations stalled. Spoons rattled.

She kept her gaze on the bread and stew and walked to the table beneath the shadow banner. No one else sat there.

Halfway through the bowl, the bench dipped. The tall girl from the trial set her tray down. She had a shaved head and a crooked smile.

“I am Fin,” she said.

“I owe you a wrist.”

Lyra frowned, then remembered the plank and the handhold on the cliff. “You owe me nothing.”

“I owe you less than nothing if you keep eating alone,” Fin said. “This table echoes.”

Lyra found a laugh she did not expect. It felt like a piece of glass worked smooth by waves.

“Sit,” she said.

“Before the echoes wake the dead.”

Fin ate like a soldier but talked like a poet missing her book. She asked smart questions and did not push for answers. When she stood, she left half her bread.

“For the pocket,” Fin said. “Training takes what it wants.”

Lyra tucked the bread away.

Her gaze slid to the far end of the hall. Kael sat with a tight knot of Orwyn colours. He did not laugh. He spoke little and listened more.

When he rose to leave, he glanced toward the shadow table and gave the smallest of nods, as if to mark that she had followed the rules and kept her head.

Lyra returned to the dorm at last light. The ring went under the bed. It gave a soft hum that rubbed the air like a cat. Not warning.

Awareness.

Someone had chalked a word on her door. Binder. The letters leaned. The hand had pressed hard and angry.

Lyra wiped them away with the heel of her hand until only a pale smear remained. She washed her palm in the basin and watched the water cloud.

She sat on the bed, listening to the hush. The shard lay on the table. She lifted it, held it to her ear like a shell.

No sound, but the room felt less empty with its weight.

She lay back and drew the blanket to her chin. The dark came gentle. Somewhere below, water in the old channels spoke to stone. A slow, steady beat like a wing moved in the back of her mind.

Mine, the bond had said.

“Mine as well,” she whispered.

The disc on her wrist warmed and cooled, a last touch before sleep took her.

In the night she dreamed of the ring and the rail and a sky without stars.

A shape moved there, patient and sure. It was not a threat. It was a promise.

When the bells woke her at first light again, she held the last line of the dream like a thread. The day would test it.

She would not let go.
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Chapter 3: Morning Bells
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Morning bells shook the last of sleep from Lyra’s bones. Cold air pressed against her cheeks. She dressed, checked the ring under the bed, and touched the disc on her wrist. A steady pulse met her fingers.

No flare. No sting.

The corridor held the hush before work begins. She passed windows that looked over the lower yard. Mist lay along the flags.

Dragon shadows crossed the stone in slow sweeps as handlers walked the first circuit.

Fin waited at the stair with two wooden cups.

“Water,” Fin said. “Drink or fall.”

Lyra drank. The water tasted clean and faintly of smoke. They fell into step.

“Where did you learn to move like that,” Fin said.

“Cliff trial. You found holds I missed.”

“Boats teach balance,” Lyra said. “Ropes teach patience. Wind teaches both.”

Fin grinned.

“Good. Keep both. You will need them.”

Master Commander Halvor split the yard by tower and drove them through stance work. Ankles burned.

Thighs shook. Breath drills followed until spots danced at the edge of sight. He walked the lines and pressed shoulders down, hips back, chins up. No praise.

No scorn. Corrections landed like taps from a stick.

“Pairs,” he said.

Kael stepped into place beside Lyra as if the space had waited for him.

“Guard,” he said, low enough for her alone.

She set her feet and raised the practice blade. He nudged her front toe a fraction. He tapped the inside of her elbow.

“Less tension,” he said.

“You grip like you expect theft.”

“Old habit,” she said. “The docks prefer tight hands.”

“Here, your hand learns when to let go.”

They moved through cuts and blocks. He matched her pace without comment. He took her weight cleanly when she overreached and gave it back in the next breath.

Sweat pricked her spine. The disc on her wrist stayed cool.

Three students down the line, a boy in Flame colours threw a look across the yard and missed a call. His blade clattered against his partner’s fingers. Blood welled.

Master Commander Halvor did not sigh. He pointed to the bench. The injured boy went white and sat. No one spoke.

“Focus,” Kael said.

“I hear you,” Lyra said.

He shifted to a faster count.

She kept up. He shifted again. She kept up for three measures, lost a beat, found it, and stayed with him to the end.

Master Commander Halvor called rest. Lyra leaned on her knees and drew long breaths.

Kael fetched two cups from the barrel and passed one across without looking.

“You did not have to do that,” she said.

“Do what.”

“Match me when I faltered.”

“I keep the log,” he said. “I prefer clean lines.”

“So do I.”

He inspected her stance with a glance that took in the whole form. “Better today.”

“Thank you.”

He inclined his head, as if noting a line on a slate.

Theory followed in the long hall. Scholar Reys spoke on early pacts, failed treaties, and the rule of witness.

He drew four small circles upon the board. He filled three with neat initials. HR. AR.

KR. He left the last blank.

“The fourth seat rotates,” he said. “Fair minds change with the season. Pride locks doors.

Doors need light and air.”

Lyra wrote the sentence. The chalk scraped in her mind. Pride locks doors. Doors need light and air.

She would hold to that when tempers flared.

At the break, Fin pressed a crust into Lyra’s hand. “Eat on the stairs,” she said. “Before the pens.”

Lyra chewed and swallowed. Her stomach had begun to learn this pace.

Her head still ran one step behind.

Brann met them at the pens with a nod and a half smile. “Welcome back, shadow girl,” he said, with no bite. “Welcome back, Orwyn.”

Kael answered with a brief nod.

“Routine today,” Brann said. “Feed, clean, observe.

You two last. Fewer eyes. Fewer nerves.”

They moved from pen to pen. The frost pair worked on trust.

Hand on brow. Step back. Wait. Step forward.

The storm pair lifted a wing and learned the weight of wind under scale. The flame pair listened while Brann lectured on heat stress and how to read the colour of a plate.

Last pen. Vesper’s shape drew itself from the dim like a tide rolling in. Lyra’s heart knocked once.

“Hello,” she said.

The head tipped.

Breath touched her face. The disc warmed, then settled.

Brann slid the bucket along the rail. “Same as before. Slower now.

Let the tongue do the work.”

Lyra fed one strip, then another. Vesper’s teeth brushed her skin once. No nick. No blood.

Brann gave a small grunt that might have been praise.

“Clean,” he said.

Lyra fetched the brush and bucket. She worked the rail and the catch while Vesper watched with that steady, unblinking gaze. Fin drew nearer and studied the movement from a safe line.

“What do you see,” Brann asked Fin.

“A rider who sits in her legs, not her shoulders,” Fin said. “A dragon who likes her hands.

A bond that prefers quiet.”

“Good,” Brann said. “Remember what you say when you face your own. Eyes before mouth. Hands before words.”

Kael said nothing.

He watched the pen the way soldiers watch a gate.

Lyra finished the rail and set the brush down. Vesper lowered the plate between the eyes until it touched wood. Lyra laid her palm on the warm edge. The hum rose through bone and skin and sat behind her eyes like a small fire.

“Mine,” the thought said again.

“We share,” she said softly.

“We do not own.”

The hum shifted. Not offence. Not agreement. A tilt.

Curiosity.

When they left the pens the sun lay higher and the yard had shaken off its mist. The main hall swelled with noise. Bowls banged. Spoons scraped.

Lyra took her place at the shadow table. Fin sat. A third girl joined, small and wiry, hair in a short coil, eyes that never stopped moving.

“Name is Mara,” she said. “Storm washes you.

Try not to drown.”

Lyra lifted a hand in greeting. “Lyra.”

“Everyone knows your name,” Mara said, without malice. “Your door had chalk yesterday.”

“I washed it away,” Lyra said.

“Wash again if they try it twice,” Mara said. “Three times, tell me.

I like chalk dust in other people’s beds.”

Fin snorted once. “Eat,” she said.

A hush moved over the hall. Lyra did not look up at once. She did not need to.

The hush had a shape. It pulled at gazes.

The Orwyn table rose as one as an older man approached. He wore the spiked wheel, richer and older than the version on Kael’s tunic. The line of his jaw matched Kael’s.

His hair held less dark and more iron. He stopped beside Lyra’s table as if to inspect a flaw in a wall.

“So this is the shadow girl,” he said.

Lyra set down her spoon. The steam from the stew rose between them.

“Lord Orwyn,” Kael said from behind his father. The tone held no warmth and no fear.

The man did not turn.

“The Council indulges a risk,” he said. “We humour rule and parade patience. Thin comfort when ash blows along a road.”

Lyra looked at his hands. No ink.

No dust. A sword callus at the base of the thumb. All show and iron. No salt.

No rope.

“I eat my lunch, my lord,” she said. “With respect.”

“Respect,” he said, tasting the word and finding it thin.

Kael stepped in then, close enough to count as breach if you loved rules more than sense.

“Father,” he said. “This is a public hall under watch. We will not test patience here.”

Lord Orwyn turned.

The weight of his attention slid from Lyra to his son. It did not lessen.

“Your duty sits on your sleeve,” he said. “Do not mistake service for licence.”

Kael bowed, small and crisp. “Never.”

The older man’s mouth thinned.

He left without reply. The hush broke in a dozen whispers.

Fin let out a breath she had held so tight her knuckles had gone pale. Mara rolled her shoulders.

“That man carries winter in his pockets,” she said.

“Eat,” Lyra said, because the spoon in her hand weighed more than a word.

Afternoon study took them to the archives. The room breathed parchment and oil and old years.

The Archivist stood at the long table with a tray of small discs. Each one held a set of runes that differed by a hair.

“You three,” she said, which meant Lyra, Kael, and Fin, “will learn the control sequence now. The rest will learn later if time allows.”

She set the discs on folded cloth.

“A seal listens for surges,” she said. “A rider with a clean bond hears the first rise and breathes through it.

A rider with a frayed bond fails to hear early notes and reaches panic too late. The sequence forces focus. It hurts. Good.

Pain keeps you honest.”

She placed one disc in Lyra’s palm. The cold bit hard. The runes on Lyra’s wrist disc pricked in answer.

“Speak the numbers,” the Archivist said. “Four in.

Hold for two. Four out. Hold for two. When the seal fires, repeat.

Do not break on the third pulse. Most break there.”

Lyra nodded. She set her shoulders square and fixed her eyes on a point, not the Archivist’s face and not Kael’s. The Archivist turned a ring on her own hand.

The seal on Lyra’s wrist woke like a wasp.

“Four in,” Lyra said. She drew the air. “Hold for two.” The burn rose against the hold. “Four out.” The pain softened and spread.

“Hold for two.”

The second pulse hit. Her jaw tightened. She breathed again. The third pulse bit down on nerves and memory.

The room narrowed. A city burning moved behind her eyes. A rider on his knees. Vesper’s head in the dim.

Kael’s voice in the yard. The stew’s dull heat in her throat. She collected these points the way dockworkers collect knots. She tied them in a line.

“Four in,” she said.

“Hold for two. Four out. Hold for two.”

The fire held. It did not climb.

Sweat ran down her spine. She kept the count until her voice sounded thin and far away. The seal cooled in a rush that made her shiver.

“Again,” the Archivist said.

Three sequences later, Lyra’s hands shook and her tongue felt like wool. Fin had teeth set so tight a muscle jumped in her jaw.

Kael’s face wore no change, yet a vein at his temple beat fast and hard.

The Archivist gathered the spare discs. “Enough for one day,” she said. “Breathe. Write what you felt.

Bring the page to me before last bell.”

Lyra took a slate to a corner desk. The chalk rasped. She wrote short sentences. Pressure.

Heat. Memories trying to run wild. Steps taken to keep breath moving. Names held as anchors.

Vesper. Fin. Kael. Father.

She did not examine that list.

She left it short and clean.

As the light faded, the lower yard filled for duelling hour. The ring drew a crowd each evening, no matter who stood inside the ropes. Master Commander Halvor ran the roster. Names went up in chalk.

Chalk dust hung in the air.

“Lyra,” Commander Halvor said. “Orwyn.”

A hum moved through the watchers. Not cheers. Not hisses.

People liked a set piece.

Lyra stepped inside. Kael joined her.

“No blood,” Commander Halvor said. “Clean work. Stop at the call.”

They bowed.

They raised blades.

The first exchange went to Kael without fuss. He watched her hips and took the line before her foot finished the step. She adjusted. The second exchange ended in a bind that proved nothing.

The third lasted longer. She found a rhythm and pressed in. He smiled with half his mouth. Not mockery.

A mark of interest.

Noise at the ropes grew, then thinned when feet scuffed behind Commander Halvor’s shoulder. Lord Orwyn again. He did not speak. His presence spoke for him.

Kael did not look away from Lyra. His blade did not waver.

Lyra felt the pull to prove a point. Pride lifted its head and asked for a reward. She saw the door it would lock.

She set pride down and held to breath instead.

The next pass took her close enough to smell the clean leather on Kael’s wrist wrap. He pivoted. She read the move and rode it. They broke apart at Commander Halvor’s clap.

“Enough,” Commander Halvor said.

“Good control. Again next week.”

Lyra lowered her blade. She felt eyes on her skin like ash. She did not meet Lord Orwyn’s stare.

She walked out of the ring and went for water.

Kael joined her by the barrel. He leaned his shoulder to the post and stared at the mountains as if they had said something rude.

“You did not rise to him,” he said.

“No,” she said.

“Good.”

Her mouth shaped a question before she blocked it. He answered anyway.

“My mother,” he said. The words came quiet and plain.

“A shadow rider flew over a town to reach a war line. The bond failed. Fire fell. My mother walked under that sky.”

Lyra held the cup.

The wood dug into her fingers.

“I am sorry,” she said.

“So am I,” he said. “For a long time. Less, these days.”

“Why less,” she said.

He watched the mountain for one breath more.

“Because grief likes walls,” he said. “And I do not.”

He left without a flourish.

He did not look back.

Lyra stayed at the barrel until her pulse settled. The disc on her wrist warmed and cooled, not as pain, more as a touch that said awake, not alarmed. 

She nodded to herself and went to supper.

The hall had loosened since noon. Laughter came easier when the sun slid down the western ridge.

Fin had saved her a spot and half an apple.

“Duelling looked tidy,” Fin said. “You did not do anything foolish to win.”

“I try to save foolish for mornings,” Lyra said.

Mara smirked. “Good plan. Fewer witnesses.”

They ate.

They talked of small things. The butter tasted faint. The bread held a pocket of sour air. Lyra found these details soothed the mind.

Back in the dorm, the ring under the bed purred at the edge of hearing.

She set the shard on her palm and closed her hand around it. The hum answered from far below, slow and deep, as if a sleeping heart had shifted.

She stood at the small window and watched the sky empty of colour. A star showed, then lost itself behind a thin cloud. A figure moved along the terrace two floors down, long cloak, hood low.

The step had a soldier’s weight but lacked the square truth of the wardens. The figure paused, looked up toward the shadow tower, then moved on.

Lyra let the curtain fall. She checked the bolt. She sat on the bed and wrote three lines for the Archivist.

Seal held at pulse three after breath held at two.

No surge.

Memory pressure high. Anchors worked.

Vesper steady. No signs of strain. Feeding clean.

She folded the page and placed it by the door, ready for collection.

Sleep came slow.

When it came, it brought a dream without fear. Stone underfoot. Rain on scales. A long neck curving, a head resting on a low rail.

Eyes that looked and did not judge. A sense of ground under all things.

She woke before the bells with a word in her mouth.

Hold.

She breathed it once, clear and quiet. Then she rose to meet the day. Lord Orwyn’s words carried the weight of a man afraid of losing his grip on power.
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Chapter 4: The Tower Wind
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The wind climbed the tower before the sun. Lyra felt it tug at her hair as she crossed the upper yard with Fin and Mara. The stone was cold through boot soles. Handlers moved like shadows at height, ropes coiled over their shoulders, buckles clinking in a quiet rhythm that set her teeth on edge and soothed her in the same breath.

Brann waited at the base of the flight gantry.

A new man stood beside him, narrow as a spear, weather in his face and white in his beard. He wore a plain leather coat scored by salt and light.

“Master Aeron,” Brann said. “He keeps you alive in the sky. If you forget his voice, you will meet the rocks.”

Aeron’s gaze moved over the line and set them in their sizes without asking.

“First lesson,” he said. “The air is not your friend. It is not your enemy. It does not care.

You learn to read it, or it writes your name on the cliff. Harnesses on. Knots clean. Hands off the buckles until I say.”

The gantry hung out into space from the tower’s side.

It held three lanes, each with a rail and a set of guide ropes that vanished into the morning mist. Low flights only. A safe fall if the rope held. Not safe at all if a buckle failed.

Lyra took a harness from the rack.

Leather, thick and well oiled. The buckles were sound. The leading strap showed a faint scuff where someone had dragged it across stone. She checked the rivets with a thumbnail, then threaded the strap through and tied the end with a simple tuck.

The way dock lines sit when a squall threatens.

“Show me,” Aeron said, moving down the line, fingers quick, eyes quicker. He reached Lyra and tugged the knot twice. It held. He grunted.

“Knots you trust,” he said. “Good.”

Fin lifted her arms while a handler tightened her chest strap. Mara’s hands shook until she shoved them under her armpits and told them to still.

Aeron’s voice cut the air. “Bonded pairs.

To the rail. Unbonded watch and learn.”

Vesper came from the pen gate like the last piece of night that had refused to leave. The shadow dragon’s weight reached the boards before the sound did. The pupils were thin now in the growing light.

When Lyra stepped to the edge, the world narrowed to lines and drop and the warm breath on her cheek.

“Feel the wind in your ribs,” Aeron said. “Not in your head. You will not fly. You will not leave the gantry.

The rope will hold you if your feet forget you. You will walk. You will match breath to step. On my count.”

Lyra set one boot on the first plank of the lane.

Vesper matched her with a neat placing of claws. The rope clipped into her harness gave a small pull that promised a catch and warned of nothing more than a bruise if she slipped. It did not ease the cold wakefulness that came when there was nothing under you but air.

“One,” Aeron said. “Two.

Three.”

They moved. The boards from here looked like a floating path. Beyond them the mountain fell away into cloud. The wind pressed and eased.

Lyra felt it in the space behind her ribs and in the line of Vesper’s neck. When she stumbled a fraction, the dragon adjusted, a tiny turn that steadied both.

“Good,” Aeron said. He did not praise often, so the single word carried the weight of three.

Down the second lane, a flame pair walked out. The dragon tossed its head and blew heat into the morning.

The rider looked back over his shoulder at the crowd and smiled. His foot missed the next board. The rope caught, tugged hard, and he swore. The dragon jerked.

The rope rasped through the ring above and went slack for a breath that was too long.

Lyra’s mouth shaped a warning before her mind named it. “Ring two, left bolt,” she called, voice sharp as a dropped nail.

Aeron did not turn his head. “Brann.”

“I have it.” Brann moved like a thrown weight, hand on the nearest line, foot on the lower brace. He hit the post and shoved a pin home that had worked loose with the dragon’s jump.

The rope went taut. The rider on lane two laughed it off, too loud, and gave the crowd a bow he had not earned.

Aeron looked at Lyra. Not surprise. A tiny narrowing of eyes that logged a fact.

“Eyes before mouth,” he said. “You kept the right order.”

They made the second run, then the third. Lyra’s calves burned. The mark under the seal gave one bright sting as the wind lifted and then settled.

She counted four in, two hold, four out, two hold, and the fire in her bones folded back like a tide.

On the fourth pass Vesper stopped. The dragon lifted its head and tasted the air. Lyra felt a change as clear as a step in sand. A shift in the wind.

A roll under their feet that had not come from boards. She looked to the ridge. Thin lines of cloud dropped and shivered. A gust walked toward them, not strong, but layered.

An uneven hand.

“Wind chop,” she said.

Aeron’s mouth twitched. “Stand down,” he called. The pairs froze in place. The gust hit a heartbeat later.

The ropes thudded against their rings. Vesper took the push and leaned into it as if bored. The flame dragon in lane two tossed and huffed. The rider swore again, less loud.

When they unclipped at last, Lyra’s fingers had gone numb at the first joints.

She rubbed life into them and checked the harness. The leading strap showed a nick she had not seen when she started.
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