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Chapter One: The Offering Cliff
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The chains were the worst part.

Not the heat rising from the caldera below, thick enough to warp the air into shimmering curtains of distortion. Not the ash that settled on Kaelith's tongue with every breath, gritty and bitter as crushed bone. Not even the dragons circling overhead, their shadows sweeping across the cliff face like the promise of oblivion.

No—it was the chains.

Iron cuffs bit into her wrists, connected by links to the candidates on either side of her. Forty-three bodies lined up along the cliff's edge like beads on a prayer string, and every time someone shifted their weight or trembled—and they all trembled eventually—the metal sang. A chorus of fear rendered in scraping, clinking notes.

Kaelith kept her breathing shallow and her eyes forward. The volcanic caldera yawned before them, a throat of molten stone that had swallowed kingdoms before the empire learned to bind dragons instead of flee from them. Steam vents hissed along the crater walls. Far below, magma churned in slow, hypnotic spirals, orange and gold and deep arterial red.

Beautiful, in the way that executioner's blades were beautiful. Efficient. Final.

A roar split the sky.

Kaelith's spine went rigid. She couldn't help it—the sound bypassed thought entirely, striking some ancient prey-animal part of her brain that screamed run. But there was nowhere to run. The cliff dropped away three feet in front of her, and behind them stood the wardens in their flame-scorched armor, crossbows loaded with bolts designed to punch through dragonscale. Or candidate flesh, if anyone got clever ideas about fleeing.

The dragon that had roared—a massive bronze beast with wings that could have sheltered a village—banked hard to the left. Its rider sat strapped into the saddle harness, barely visible against the creature's scaled neck. They were too far away for Kaelith to make out details, but she knew what they were doing.

Watching. Evaluating. Choosing.

Or deciding who to let die first.

"Stop shaking," hissed the candidate to her right. "You're rattling the whole line."

Kaelith turned her head just enough to catch a glimpse of him. Tall, broad-shouldered, with the kind of aristocratic bone structure that spoke of bloodlines carefully maintained through generations of strategic marriages. His training leathers were new, still stiff, but worn with the ease of someone who'd been preparing for this moment since childhood. A silver pin gleamed at his collar—House Corvaine, if she remembered her heraldry correctly. Minor nobility, but nobility nonetheless.

"I'm not shaking," Kaelith said quietly.

"Then someone near you is, and it's—" He stopped, eyes narrowing as he actually looked at her. Really looked. His gaze traveled from her worn boots to her plain gray tunic, lingering on the careful way she held her left arm against her ribs. "Gods below. They sent a commoner?"

The candidate on her left—a girl with ritual scars marking her cheeks and the compact build of a pit fighter—let out a sharp laugh. "Not just a commoner. Look at her hands."

Kaelith's jaw tightened. She didn't need to look. She knew what they'd see: fingers stained with ink, calluses in all the wrong places. The hands of someone who'd spent their life holding quills instead of swords, copying manuscripts in her father's scriptorium while other children learned to kill.

"A scribe," the Corvaine boy said, and now there was something worse than contempt in his voice. Pity. "They sent you here to die."

"They sent all of us here to die," Kaelith replied, keeping her tone flat. "Some of us are just more honest about our chances."

The pit fighter girl snorted, but before she could respond, another roar echoed across the caldera. This one was different—deeper, resonant with a bass note that Kaelith felt in her sternum. The other candidates shifted nervously, chains singing their anxiety.

"Was that—" someone down the line started to ask.

"No," the Corvaine boy cut in. "The Shadowflame hasn't been seen in seven years. That was probably just a Crimson Guard drake."

But he didn't sound convinced.

Kaelith had heard the stories, of course. Everyone had. The Shadowflame: a dragon of myth and murder, wreathed in flames that burned black instead of red. It had taken three riders in the span of a decade, and killed them all. The last one had lasted six months before the dragon turned on him mid-flight, three thousand feet above the Shattered Coast. They'd found pieces of the rider scattered across five miles of shoreline.

After that, the Shadowflame had vanished into the deep volcanic ranges, and the empire had been content to let it go. Some weapons were too dangerous even for those who thought they could master fire and scale.

The wind shifted, carrying a fresh wave of heat and the acrid stench of sulfur. Kaelith's left arm throbbed where the bandages pressed against her skin, and she forced herself not to adjust them. Not to draw attention to the wrappings that concealed what had condemned her to this cliff.

Three weeks ago, she thought, and the memory rose unbidden.

Her father's scriptorium, quiet in the late afternoon. The manuscript she'd been copying—a treatise on agricultural reform, mind-numbingly dull. She'd been so focused on getting the illuminated capital letter perfect that she hadn't noticed her sleeve riding up. Hadn't noticed the imperial inspector who'd come to review their licensing papers standing in the doorway.

Hadn't noticed until he'd gone very, very still.

"Show me your arm," he'd said, and his hand had already been moving toward the whistle at his belt.

The shadowmark had been small then, barely larger than a thumbprint. A patch of skin on her inner forearm where the flesh seemed to drink in light instead of reflecting it, leaving a void-dark stain that no amount of scrubbing could remove. Her mother had discovered it when Kaelith was twelve and had spent the last six years hiding it with careful wrappings and long sleeves and an endless litany of excuses.

But you couldn't hide from the empire forever.

Shadowmarks were signs of corruption, they said. Evidence of exposure to forbidden magic, to the old powers that had nearly destroyed civilization before the Dragon Accords brought order. Those who bore them were dangerous. Unstable. They needed to be controlled.

Or eliminated.

The empire had given her parents a choice: execution, or the Choosing.

Some choice.

"Heads up," the pit fighter girl muttered. "Wardens are moving."

Kaelith dragged herself back to the present. The wardens had indeed stepped forward, forming a line between the candidates and the cliff edge. There were twelve of them, each bearing the crossed-flame insignia of Drakenhold Academy. The one in the center—a woman with a face like weathered granite and a scar that bisected her left eye—raised her hand.

The dragons overhead fell silent.

Even the wind seemed to hold its breath.

"Candidates," the warden called, her voice carrying across the cliff with the ease of someone accustomed to shouting orders over dragon-roar. "You stand at the edge of the Offering Cliff. Behind you lies the world you knew—soft, safe, predictable. Before you lies the caldera, and beyond it, Drakenhold Academy. Between here and there, you will face seven trials. Most of you will not survive them."

She paused, letting that sink in. Somewhere down the line, someone whimpered.

"The first trial begins now," the warden continued. "You will be released from your chains. You will descend the cliff face to the staging platforms below. There are forty-three of you. There are thirty platforms. The dragons will be watching. They will be judging. And some of them will be hunting."

Kaelith's mouth went dry.

"Those who reach the platforms will proceed to the second trial," the warden said. "Those who don't..." She smiled, sharp and cold. "Well. The caldera is always hungry."

The Corvaine boy beside Kaelith had gone pale beneath his tan. "They can't be serious. We're chained together. If someone falls—"

"Then you'd better make sure you're not standing next to them when they do," the pit fighter girl said grimly.

A warden moved down the line, unlocking chains with mechanical efficiency. The sound of iron falling away should have been liberating. Instead, it felt like the removal of the last barrier between Kaelith and the long drop to molten stone.

When the warden reached her, Kaelith met the woman's eyes. Saw nothing there but professional disinterest. She was a resource to be expended, nothing more. The cuffs fell away from her wrists, leaving red marks in their wake.

"Move to the edge," the warden instructed. "Wait for the signal."

Kaelith's legs felt like water, but she forced them to carry her forward. The cliff edge was worse up close—crumbling volcanic rock that looked like it might give way if you breathed on it too hard. She peered over the side and immediately regretted it.

The staging platforms were there, yes. Wooden structures bolted into the cliff face at irregular intervals, connected by rope bridges and iron ladders. But they were far. At least two hundred feet of vertical descent, and the handholds looked sparse at best.

And circling between the cliff and the platforms, wings spread wide and eyes gleaming with predatory intelligence, were the dragons.

A dozen of them at least. Reds and bronzes and one massive green that had to be twice the size of the others. They weren't attacking yet—just gliding, watching, waiting for the candidates to become prey.

"On my mark," the head warden called.

Kaelith's hand drifted unconsciously to her left arm, pressing against the bandages. The shadowmark pulsed beneath her touch, a sensation like cold fire spreading through her veins. She'd felt it growing stronger over the past weeks, expanding beyond its original boundaries. Soon the bandages wouldn't be enough to hide it.

Soon everyone would know what she was.

The sky darkened.

At first, Kaelith thought it was just another dragon passing overhead. But the shadow kept spreading, swallowing the sun, turning the caldera's glow from orange to a sickly crimson. The temperature dropped ten degrees in as many seconds. Frost formed on the iron chains scattered at their feet.

The wardens looked up, and for the first time, Kaelith saw fear on their faces.

Something was descending through the ash-choked sky. Something massive. Its wings didn't beat so much as cut through the air, each movement precise and terrible. And where its breath touched the atmosphere, flames erupted—but not the familiar red-gold of dragonfire.

These flames burned black.

Black as the void between stars. Black as the mark on Kaelith's arm.

"Shadowflame," someone whispered, and the word rippled down the line like a prayer or a curse.

The dragon emerged from the smoke, and Kaelith's breath stopped.

It was beautiful in the way that disasters were beautiful. Scales the color of midnight, shot through with veins of silver that pulsed like captured lightning. Eyes that burned with violet fire. And everywhere its shadow fell, the stone beneath began to frost over, as if the creature radiated cold instead of heat.

The Shadowflame circled once, twice, its gaze sweeping across the line of candidates. Kaelith felt that gaze pass over her and had to fight the urge to drop to her knees. There was intelligence in those eyes. Ancient, alien, and utterly merciless.

The dragon opened its mouth, and black flames poured forth—not at the candidates, but at the sky itself, painting the clouds with darkness.

Then it dove toward the caldera and vanished into the smoke below.

The head warden recovered first. Her voice, when she spoke, was hoarse. "Change of plans. The first trial is now a race. Reach the platforms. Reach them fast. Because if the Shadowflame rises again..." She didn't finish the sentence. She didn't need to.

"BEGIN!"

The cliff erupted into chaos.

Candidates threw themselves over the edge, scrambling for handholds, kicking at each other for position. The Corvaine boy shoved past Kaelith, nearly sending her sprawling. The pit fighter girl was already halfway down, moving with the confidence of someone who'd climbed worse.

Kaelith stood frozen for one precious heartbeat, staring at the space where the Shadowflame had disappeared.

The mark on her arm burned like ice.

And somewhere in the smoke and fire below, she could have sworn she heard a voice—ancient and vast and utterly inhuman—whisper a single word:

Come.

Then she was moving, fingers finding cracks in the stone, boots scraping for purchase, descending into the smoke and shadow and the terrible promise of what waited below.

The Choosing had begun.
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Chapter Two: Fire and Stone
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The path down was less a path and more a suggestion carved into volcanic rock by someone with a cruel sense of humor.

Kaelith's fingers bled within the first thirty seconds. The stone was sharp, still warm from the caldera's heat, and every handhold felt like it might crumble under her weight. Above her, someone screamed—a short, sharp sound that cut off abruptly. She didn't look up to see if they'd fallen or just panicked. Looking up meant losing focus, and losing focus meant joining them.

The smoke was thicker here, rolling up from the caldera in waves that stung her eyes and coated her throat. She could barely see ten feet ahead, could only follow the vague shapes of other candidates descending through the haze. The Corvaine boy had already disappeared from view. The pit fighter girl was a shadow to her left, moving with infuriating ease.

Kaelith's boot slipped.

Her stomach lurched as her weight shifted, fingers scrabbling for purchase on stone that suddenly felt like glass. For one terrible moment she was falling, the heat rising up to meet her, and then her hand caught an outcropping and held. Pain shot through her shoulder, but she was alive, still clinging to the cliff face like a barnacle on a ship's hull.

"Move or die, scribe!" someone shouted from above, and a boot nearly caught her in the head as another candidate pushed past.

She moved.

The descent took an eternity and no time at all. When her feet finally hit solid ground—or what passed for solid ground this close to a volcano—Kaelith's legs nearly gave out. She stumbled forward, catching herself against a boulder that radiated heat like a forge.

The staging area was a nightmare rendered in obsidian and flame.

They stood on a ledge of black volcanic glass, maybe fifty feet wide, that jutted out over a river of molten rock. The lava flowed sluggishly below, thick as honey, bright enough to hurt to look at directly. The heat was overwhelming, pressing against Kaelith's skin like a physical weight. Sweat soaked through her tunic within seconds.

And spanning the lava river, stretching toward the far side of the caldera where the true academy grounds waited, was the bridge.

"Gods below," someone whispered.

The bridge was a spine of obsidian, narrow as a merchant's cart and twice as treacherous. Jagged edges jutted up at irregular intervals like broken teeth. In places, the stone had already begun to crack, spiderwebs of fractures spreading across its surface. There were no railings. No safety measures. Just a hundred yards of razor-sharp volcanic glass suspended over certain death.

Kaelith counted the candidates who'd made it down. Thirty-seven. Six had already been lost to the descent.

A warden stood at the bridge's entrance, her armor reflecting the lava's glow in shades of orange and red. She didn't speak, just gestured toward the bridge with one gauntleted hand.

The message was clear: Cross, or burn.

The Corvaine boy was first. Of course he was. He stepped onto the bridge with the confidence of someone who'd trained for this, who'd spent years preparing for trials and dragons and glory. His boots found purchase on the obsidian, and he started across at a steady pace, arms out for balance.

He made it maybe twenty feet before the first dragon dove.

It came out of the smoke like a bolt of crimson lightning—an Emberwing, scales the color of fresh blood, wings spread wide enough to cast the entire bridge in shadow. The dragon's mouth opened, and fire poured forth in a stream of white-hot fury.

The Corvaine boy threw himself flat. The flames passed over him, so close that Kaelith could see his hair smoking. The obsidian beneath him cracked from the heat, fractures spreading like veins.

He scrambled forward on hands and knees, no longer confident, just desperate.

"GO!" the warden shouted. "The dragons are hunting! MOVE!"

The candidates surged forward in a panicked mass. Kaelith was swept along with them, her feet hitting the bridge before her mind had fully processed the decision to step onto it. The obsidian was slick beneath her boots, still hot from the dragon's fire. She could feel the heat through the leather soles, could smell burning rubber.

Another dragon dove. This one was bronze, smaller but faster, and it went for the cluster of candidates in the middle of the bridge. People scattered, shoving each other aside, and a girl in training leathers lost her footing. She teetered on the edge for one horrible moment, arms windmilling, and then she was gone. Her scream lasted all the way down to the lava.

Kaelith forced herself to keep moving. One foot in front of the other. Don't look down. Don't think about the drop. Don't think about the dragons circling overhead like vultures waiting for the feast to begin.

The pit fighter girl was ahead of her, moving with the same sure-footed grace she'd shown on the cliff. Behind her, someone was praying in a language Kaelith didn't recognize. The words came fast and desperate, a litany against death.

They stopped abruptly when another dragon struck.

This one breathed fire in a wide arc, forcing everyone on the bridge to either run forward or throw themselves flat. Kaelith ran. Her boots slipped on the obsidian, and she went down hard on one knee, pain exploding through her leg. The stone beneath her hands was hot enough to blister.

She pushed herself up, kept moving. The far side of the bridge was closer now—maybe forty yards. She could make it. She just had to—

The shadow fell over her like a shroud.

Kaelith looked up and saw death descending.

The dragon was massive, easily twice the size of the others, with scales that gleamed like molten copper. Its eyes locked onto her with predatory focus, and its mouth opened wide. She could see down its throat, could see the fire building there, white-hot and hungry.

There was nowhere to run. Nowhere to hide. The bridge was too narrow, the dragon too fast.

Time seemed to slow.

Kaelith felt the heat building, felt the air itself beginning to ignite. Her left arm burned—not from the dragon's fire, but from something else. Something cold and terrible and wrong. The shadowmark flared beneath her wrappings, ice spreading through her veins like poison.

The dragon's fire erupted.

And Kaelith's mark answered.

Light burst from beneath the bandages—not the warm glow of dragonfire, but something darker. Black-gold radiance that seemed to drink in the surrounding brightness, that made the shadows deepen and writhe. The wrappings on her arm began to smoke, not from heat but from the sheer wrongness of the power bleeding through them.

The dragon's fire hit the bridge three feet in front of her.

But it didn't touch her.

The flames parted around her like water around a stone, curving away as if repelled by some invisible force. The obsidian at her feet didn't crack. Didn't melt. The air around her was suddenly, impossibly cold—cold enough that her breath misted, cold enough that frost formed on the volcanic glass.

The dragon pulled up sharply, wings beating hard, and for just a moment Kaelith saw something in its eyes that she'd never expected to see in a creature of fire and fury.

Fear.

It veered away, climbing back into the smoke, and the other dragons followed. Within seconds, the sky was clear.

The cold faded. The light beneath her wrappings dimmed. Kaelith stood alone in the center of the bridge, shaking so hard her teeth chattered, staring at her bandaged arm like it belonged to someone else.

What the hell had just happened?

"MOVE!" someone screamed behind her, and she realized she was blocking the bridge.

Kaelith ran.

Her legs felt like water, her vision swimming from heat and shock and the lingering cold that still pulsed through her veins. But she ran, boots pounding against obsidian, the far side of the bridge growing closer with every desperate step.

She didn't remember crossing the final stretch. One moment she was running, and the next she was on solid ground—real ground, not volcanic glass—collapsing to her hands and knees on blessed, cool stone.

Around her, other survivors were doing the same. Gasping. Crying. Some were burned, their skin blistered and raw. Others were simply staring at nothing, eyes wide with shock.

Kaelith counted heads through the haze of exhaustion. Twenty-nine. They'd lost eight more on the bridge.

The wardens were there, watching from the shadows of the academy's outer walls. Evaluating. Taking notes. One of them—a man with a scarred face and cold eyes—was staring directly at her.

Kaelith looked down at her arm. The wrappings were intact, but she could see scorch marks around the edges. And beneath the fabric, the shadowmark pulsed with a slow, steady rhythm, like a second heartbeat.

Like something waking up.

The pit fighter girl dropped down beside her, breathing hard. "That was insane," she panted. "Did you see that dragon just... veer off? Right before it would've roasted that whole section of bridge?"

"Yeah," Kaelith said quietly. "I saw."

"Lucky," the girl said, shaking her head. "We got lucky."

Kaelith didn't respond. She was too busy watching the warden with the scarred face, who was still staring at her with an expression she couldn't quite read.

Not lucky, she thought. Not lucky at all.

The shadowmark pulsed again, cold spreading through her arm like frost creeping across glass.

And somewhere in the smoke-choked sky above, she could have sworn she heard that voice again—ancient and vast and utterly inhuman.

I see you, it whispered. And you see me.

The First Trial was over.

But Kaelith had the terrible feeling that something far worse had just begun.
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Chapter Three: The Shadowflame
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They were given ten minutes to recover.

Ten minutes to catch their breath, to bind their wounds, to come to terms with the fact that they'd survived when fourteen others hadn't. The wardens distributed water in leather flasks—warm, tasting of minerals and ash, but Kaelith drank it like it was the finest wine. Her throat was raw from smoke and screaming she didn't remember doing.

The arena they'd been herded into was a natural amphitheater carved into the caldera's inner wall. Obsidian benches rose in tiers around a central platform of black stone, worn smooth by centuries of use. Or perhaps by dragonfire. Above them, the sky was a bruised purple, choked with volcanic ash and the shadows of circling dragons.

Twenty-nine survivors stood in loose clusters on the arena floor. Some were treating burns. Others simply stared at nothing, eyes glazed with shock. The Corvaine boy had lost most of his hair to dragonfire; what remained was singed down to his scalp on one side. He kept touching it with trembling fingers, as if he couldn't quite believe it was real.

The pit fighter girl—Kaelith still didn't know her name—had a nasty gash across her shoulder but was binding it herself with efficient, practiced movements. She caught Kaelith's eye and offered a grim nod. Survivors recognizing survivors.

Kaelith flexed her fingers, trying to work feeling back into them. Her palms were blistered from the hot stone, her knee throbbed where she'd fallen, and her left arm felt like it was encased in ice despite the volcanic heat surrounding them. The shadowmark hadn't stopped pulsing since the bridge. She could feel it beneath the wrappings, spreading, growing, waking.

"Candidates," a voice called, and Kaelith looked up to see the head warden—the granite-faced woman from the cliff—standing on a raised platform at the arena's edge. Behind her, a dozen other wardens stood in formation, their armor gleaming in the lava's glow. "You have survived the First Trial. You have proven you can face death and not break. Now comes the true test."

The woman's gaze swept across them, cold and evaluating. "The Choosing is not a reward. It is not an honor. It is a binding—a fusion of human will and draconic power that will change you forever. Some bonds are gentle. Most are not. All are permanent."

She gestured to the sky, where the dragons still circled. "The dragons have been watching you. Evaluating you. They know your fears, your strengths, your capacity for violence and sacrifice. When a dragon chooses you, you will feel it—a pull, a recognition, sometimes painful. You will approach. You will accept. And if the bond takes, you will bear the mark of your dragon's aspect for the rest of your life."

A pause. "If the bond fails, you will die. Quickly, if you're fortunate."

Kaelith's mouth went dry.

"Those who are not chosen," the warden continued, "will be given the opportunity to serve the academy in other capacities. But understand this: once you stand in this arena, once you open yourself to the possibility of bonding, there is no going back. The dragons will see into you. All of you. And they will judge whether you are worthy."

She stepped back. "Let the Choosing begin."

For a long moment, nothing happened. The candidates stood frozen, barely breathing, eyes fixed on the sky. Then a roar split the air—deep and resonant, thrumming in Kaelith's chest like a second heartbeat.

A dragon descended.

It was massive, easily forty feet from snout to tail, with scales the color of molten copper and wings that seemed to gather the light and throw it back in shades of orange and gold. An Emberwing, Kaelith thought, remembering the illustrations from her father's bestiaries. Fire-aspect, temperamental, fiercely loyal once bonded.

The dragon landed in the center of the arena with enough force to crack the stone beneath its claws. Its eyes—brilliant amber, slit-pupiled—scanned the candidates with predatory focus.

Then it looked directly at the Corvaine boy.

He went rigid. Kaelith saw his hands clench into fists, saw the way his whole body seemed to lean forward as if pulled by invisible strings. The dragon lowered its massive head, nostrils flaring, and made a sound somewhere between a growl and a purr.

"Go," one of the wardens called. "Accept or refuse, but choose quickly."

The Corvaine boy walked forward on shaking legs. When he reached the dragon, he placed one hand on its snout—the gesture looked absurdly small, a child touching a mountain—and the world seemed to hold its breath.

Light erupted.

Not the harsh white of dragonfire, but something warmer, golden, like sunrise breaking over distant hills. It poured from the point of contact, spreading up the boy's arm in branching patterns that looked like veins of molten metal. He gasped, back arching, and for a moment Kaelith thought he was dying.

Then the light faded, and he was still standing. Still breathing. And running up his right arm, from fingertips to shoulder, were marks that glowed like banked coals—the Aspect Mark of an Emberwing rider.

The dragon rumbled its approval and spread its wings. The boy—no, the rider now—climbed onto its back with movements that looked instinctive, natural, as if he'd been doing it his whole life. They launched into the air together, and a ragged cheer went up from some of the other candidates.

Two more dragons descended in quick succession.

A Stoneheart—massive and gray, scales like granite—chose a broad-shouldered girl who'd barely spoken during the trials. The bond took with a sound like grinding rock, and when it was done, her skin had taken on a faint mineral sheen, her eyes gone the color of slate.

A Tempest dragon—sleek and silver, crackling with barely contained lightning—chose the pit fighter girl. That bond was violent, explosive, leaving scorch marks on the arena floor and the girl gasping on her knees. But when she stood, electricity danced across her skin, and her eyes had gone storm-gray.

She caught Kaelith's gaze as her dragon lifted her into the air, and something passed between them. A acknowledgment. A warning.

Good luck, her expression seemed to say. You're going to need it.

More dragons came. More bonds formed. Each one was different—some gentle, some brutal, all transformative. The candidates who weren't chosen stood in shrinking clusters, hope and fear warring on their faces.

Kaelith waited. Watched. And tried to ignore the growing cold in her left arm, the way the shadowmark pulsed in rhythm with her heartbeat, the sense that something vast and terrible was watching her from the smoke-choked sky above.

Then the temperature dropped.

It happened so suddenly that Kaelith's breath misted in front of her face. Frost formed on the obsidian beneath her feet. The remaining candidates looked around in confusion, pulling their arms tight against their bodies, and the dragons still circling overhead began to veer away, climbing higher, fleeing toward clearer skies.

The wardens on the platform went rigid.

One of them—a tall man with dark hair and storm-gray eyes, standing slightly apart from the others—took a single step forward. His hand moved to the sword at his hip, and Kaelith saw his knuckles go white around the hilt.

"No," he said, and his voice carried across the arena despite being barely above a whisper. "Not again."

The sky split open.

It didn't tear or rupture—it simply parted, as if the smoke and ash were a curtain being drawn back by invisible hands. And through that opening, descending on wings that seemed to cut reality itself, came the Shadowflame.
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