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Chapter 1: The Mark of the Dragonbane
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The wind at the Serpent’s Spire had teeth. It howled up from the jagged chasms of the Dragon’s Tooth mountains, biting through the worn wool of Arwen’s cloak and finding the patches worn thin on her leather trousers. She stood on the wide, stone landing platform, a solitary figure against the imposing backdrop of the Aerial Academy, a fortress that seemed less carved from the mountain and more grown from it, all black stone and soaring spires that clawed at the perpetually grey sky. Around her, the air thrummed with the powerful beat of dragon wings and the crisp, arrogant laughter of the noble houses arriving for the Rite of Choosing. Each gust of wind carried their whispers, sharp as shrapnel. *Dragonbane. Traitor’s daughter. The last stain on a disgraced name.*

Arwen kept her chin up, a lesson her father had drilled into her before the shame had consumed him. She was seventeen, with the lean, wiry strength of someone who had fought for every scrap of food and every moment of peace. Her dark hair was pulled back in a severe braid, a practical style that did nothing to soften the sharp angles of her face or the guarded look in her grey eyes. Those eyes, the color of a winter storm, scanned the crowd, noting the fine silks and polished armor of families whose power was measured in the number of dragons they possessed. Her own gear was serviceable, scuffed at the elbows and knees, a stark testament to her fall from grace. The sting of their scorn was a familiar ache, a phantom limb of a life she barely remembered. She had endured it for years in the slums of the capital, and she would endure it here. She had to. Restoring the honor of House Dragonbane was the only thing that mattered, the only way to silence the ghosts of her father’s failure and her own gnawing self-doubt.

The heavy, iron-studded doors of the academy groaned open, and the crowd began to funnel inside. Arwen fell into step, a ghost haunting the periphery of the procession. The great hall within was a cavern of echoing grandeur. Banners of ancient rider houses hung from the vaulted ceiling, their colors vibrant in the torchlight. The floor was a mosaic of dragon scales and rider crests, a history of power and glory underfoot. For Arwen, it felt like walking on her family’s grave. She found her assigned place at the far end of a long stone bench, as far from the honored seats as possible. The space around her remained conspicuously empty, an island of isolation in a sea of camaraderie. She clenched her jaw, the familiar heat of shame warring with the cold fire of her determination. This was the price of her name. She would pay it.

The Draconic Bond was the sacred heart of Aerthos, a principle as old as the mountains themselves. It was a telepathic partnership, a merging of souls that could not be forced, bought, or inherited. It had to be given freely by the dragon in a moment known as the Choosing. This was the foundation of the military aristocracy, the source of the Lord-Commander’s power. To be chosen was to be elevated; to be denied was to be forgotten. Arwen’s family had not just been forgotten; they had been erased. Her father, once a celebrated rider, had been accused of treason, of conspiring with enemies of the realm. The evidence had been thin, the trial a mockery, but the judgment had been swift and brutal. Their lands were stripped, their titles revoked, their name turned to poison. The cost of the bond was vulnerability, a shared pain that could break a rider’s mind. Her father’s broken mind was the final nail in their coffin. Arwen’s deepest fear, the one that haunted her in the dead of night, was that his weakness was her inheritance, a flaw in her blood.

A hush fell over the hall as a man in immaculate black armor entered. Lord-Commander Vex. He moved with a chilling stillness, his presence sucking the warmth from the room. His face was a mask of severe discipline, his eyes like chips of flint. He was the architect of the modern academy, a man who preached doctrine of absolute control, of dragons as weapons to be honed and deployed, not partners to be respected. He believed the old ways of free will and sacred bonds were a weakness that had nearly cost them the last war. Arwen felt a visceral hatred coil in her gut. This was the man who had presided over her father’s downfall, the embodiment of the rigid, merciless system she had to conquer.

Vex’s gaze swept the hall, a dismissive flicker over the lesser nobles, a brief pause on the powerful houses. When his eyes passed over Arwen, there was no flicker of recognition, only the faintest tightening of his jaw, as if he’d smelled something foul. The message was clear: she was beneath his notice, a speck of dirt to be ignored or crushed. He ascended the dais and raised a hand. “The Rite of Choosing begins,” he announced, his voice devoid of warmth. “Let the hatchlings seek their partners. Let the worthy prove their mettle.”

The side doors opened, and a procession of handlers led the dragon hatchlings into the center of the hall. They were a breathtaking sight, a kaleidoscope of nascent power. There were sleek, river-blue dragons with fins like sails, heavily armored grays with eyes like molten gold, and vibrant greens that shimmered like new leaves. The cadets, a mix of eager youths and stern-faced scions, stepped forward. The air crackled with anticipation. One by one, the hatchlings made their choices. A blue dragon nudged a boy from House Valerion, who gasped as the first tendrils of the Bonding Scars began to etch themselves onto his forearm. A gray dragon bowed its great head to a stern girl from the Iron Clans. It was a spectacle of destiny, of futures being forged in fire and telepathic light.

Arwen waited, her heart a frantic drum against her ribs. She had no right to hope, no claim to this glory. Her only goal was to survive the day, to prove she belonged here, even as an outcast. But then, a handler struggled with a last, reluctant hatchling. It was a deep, blood-red dragon, unlike any of the others. It was leaner, more serpentine, with obsidian horns that curved back from its skull and eyes that burned with an unnerving intelligence. It hissed and snapped, refusing to approach any of the waiting cadets. Whispers spread through the hall. *Ignis. The unchosen one. Too wild. Too dangerous.* The Lord-Commander watched with a frown of profound displeasure. A dragon that refused to choose was a failure, a waste of resources.

Arwen felt a strange pull, a silent thrum in the air that only she seemed to feel. It wasn't a thought, not yet, but a feeling of... recognition. As if a part of her she hadn't known was missing was suddenly calling out. Ignis, the wild hatchling, suddenly stilled. Its head whipped around, its burning gaze locking onto Arwen, who stood frozen at the back of the hall. A collective gasp rippled through the crowd. The red dragon broke free of its handler with a powerful surge of its wings. It didn’t run or fly, but strode forward with a predatory grace, its claws clicking on the stone floor. It walked past the high-born heirs, past the favored sons and daughters, its eyes never leaving Arwen.

The world narrowed to the space between them. Arwen could feel the weight of every stare, the shock and disbelief thick enough to choke on. She saw Vex’s face harden from displeasure to outright fury. This was not supposed to happen. The disgraced daughter of a traitor, chosen by the one dragon that represented untamable will? It was a direct challenge to everything he stood for. Ignis stopped before her, its head lowered not in submission, but in scrutiny. Arwen, acting on an instinct she couldn't explain, slowly sank to one knee. She didn't reach out a hand. She simply met the dragon’s fiery gaze and opened her mind, laying bare her desperation, her grief, and her unyielding will.

*You are not broken,* a voice whispered in her mind, not in words but in pure, searing emotion. *They are.*

The connection slammed into her like a physical blow. A wave of heat, of ancient fire and fierce loyalty, flooded her senses. At the same moment, a searing pain erupted on her left forearm. She cried out, clutching her arm as the Bonding Scars burned their way onto her skin. They were not the delicate, swirling patterns of the other riders. They were sharp, jagged, like a bolt of lightning or a crack in stone, glowing with the same deep red as Ignis’s scales. The mark of the Dragonbane, reborn in fire.

She looked up, her breath coming in ragged gasps, and met the Lord-Commander’s cold gaze from across the hall. The fury in his eyes was no longer hidden. It was a naked, predatory promise. He saw her not as a cadet, not as a disgraced noble, but as a threat. A symbol of the very free will he sought to extinguish. In that moment, Arwen understood with chilling clarity. Her quest for honor, her desperate attempt to reclaim her family’s name, had just painted a target on her back. She had not just found a partner; she had made an enemy of the most powerful man in Aerthos. And as the last embers of pain from the new scars faded into a dull, throbbing ache, she knew the war for her future had just begun.
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Chapter 2: A Lesson in Cruelty
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The cold stone of the barracks floor did little to soothe the restless energy coiling in Arwen’s gut. Sleep had been a fleeting, fractured thing, a series of nightmares filled with falling and the cold, calculating eyes of Lord-Commander Vex. The first gray light of dawn filtered through the narrow, arrow-slit window, carving a stark rectangle across the room. Her quarters were spartan, a punishment in themselves: a cot, a small chest, and a washstand. The only decoration was the faint, almost invisible shimmer of the Bonding Scars on her forearm, a permanent brand of her new reality.

A low, warm rumble echoed in her mind, not through her ears but directly in her consciousness. *Hungry.* The thought was not her own. It was Ignis’s, a simple, primal impulse that carried with it an image of a sun-warmed rock and the taste of scorched meat.

“I know,” Arwen whispered, running a hand over the dragon’s head. He had grown overnight, his hatchling softness already giving way to the supple strength of youth. His scales, the color of dying embers, felt like living armor. “We’ll get you something after the lesson.”

The word *lesson* hung in the air, heavy with dread. The other cadets were already stirring, their movements a clatter of boots and armor. They avoided her gaze, their silence a more potent weapon than any taunt. She was an anomaly, a ghost given flesh, a reminder that the natural order they all believed in had been broken. She was Dragonbane, and she had stolen a prize she had no right to.

She strapped on the worn leather riding harness, the material stiff and unfamiliar. The academy-issued gear felt cheap, the buckles tarnished. A sharp, metallic scent of oil and ozone clung to the training grounds outside, a smell that spoke of power and discipline. The wind whipped at her braided hair as she led Ignis from the barracks, his claws clicking softly on the flagstones. The training yard was a vast, circular platform of weathered stone, open to the dizzying drop on all sides. Instructors in their formal black uniforms barked commands, their voices snatched away by the wind. Above them, the sky was a canvas of grey and white, the peaks of the Dragon’s Tooth mountains piercing the clouds like jagged teeth.

Her instructor for the day was a man named Malakor. He was a cadaverous figure with skin stretched tight over his skull and eyes that held the flat, dead light of a deep-sea creature. His uniform was immaculate, a stark contrast to the scuffed gear of the cadets. He didn’t introduce himself or offer any pleasantries. He simply gestured for her to approach, his lip curling in a subtle sneer as his eyes flickered from her face to the jagged red marks on her arm.

“Dragonbane,” he said, her name a curse on his tongue. “Your mount is... unorthodox. The Lord-Commander has requested a special assessment of its capabilities. And yours.” He handed her a flight harness. It looked identical to the others, but as Arwen took it, a cold dread seeped into her bones. The leather was dry and brittle, and the central chest strap, the most critical point of connection, felt unnaturally thin, worn almost through in one spot. The metal buckle was cold, too cold, as if it had been left out in the frost all night.

“Secure your dragon,” Malakor commanded, his voice devoid of any warmth.

Arwen’s fingers trembled as she worked the straps around Ignis’s chest. The dragon shifted restlessly, a low growl vibrating in his chest. *Danger. Not right.* The thought was a flash of instinct, a primal warning from her bond.

“I know,” she murmured, her voice barely audible over the wind. She tried to adjust the strap, to find a stronger point of contact, but the design was flawed. The worn section settled directly over Ignis’s heart. There was no other way to fasten it. She looked up at Malakor, her expression a silent plea. He met her gaze with an icy indifference, a flicker of cruel amusement in the depths of his dead eyes. He knew.

“The exercise is a simple navigation run through the Widow’s Teeth,” Malakor announced, his voice carrying to the other instructors who watched from a distance. “A test of basic control and responsiveness. You will fly to the third spire and return. Begin.”

The Widow’s Teeth. The name itself was a curse. It was a labyrinth of razor-sharp rock spires on the northern face of the mountain, notorious for its treacherous crosswinds and sudden downdrafts. It was a training ground for senior cadets, not first-day novices. This wasn’t a lesson. It was an execution.

Arwen swung herself onto Ignis’s back, the worn saddle creaking ominously under her weight. The connection felt tenuous, fragile. She could feel the dragon’s powerful muscles bunching beneath her, a coiled spring of energy and fear. She leaned forward, her cheek brushing against the warm, smooth scales of his neck.

*Trust me,* she sent, pouring every ounce of her will into the thought. *Please, trust me.*

Ignis’s response was a wave of fierce, protective loyalty that washed over her, a silent promise. He would not fail her.

With a powerful thrust of his hind legs, they launched from the platform. The world fell away, the academy shrinking into a toy fortress carved into the mountainside. The wind was a physical force, a roaring beast that tore at her clothes and tried to rip her from the saddle. For a breathtaking moment, there was only the exhilarating freedom of flight, the incredible feeling of Ignis’s wings beating the air, a steady, powerful rhythm. The bond between them hummed, a vibrant chord of shared sensation. She could feel the wind on his wings, the sun on his scales, the fierce joy of soaring through the open sky.

Then they entered the shadow of the Widow’s Teeth.

The light vanished, replaced by a gloomy twilight. The wind changed its character, no longer a steady roar but a chaotic vortex of currents that buffeted them from all sides. Ignis faltered, a cry of distress echoing in Arwen’s mind. A violent gust slammed into them, pushing them sideways toward a wall of black rock. Arwen pulled on the reins, a desperate, instinctual gesture.

The worn strap snapped.

The sound was a sharp, ugly *crack* that was swallowed by the wind. For a horrifying second, Arwen felt the connection break. She slid sideways, her body dangling over a thousand-foot drop, held only by her desperate grip on the pommel of the saddle. The world spun, a dizzying kaleidoscope of grey stone and swirling cloud. Panic, cold and absolute, seized her. Her family’s disgrace, Vex’s hatred, her own foolish pride—it all flashed before her. This was how it ended. Not in glory, but as a forgotten stain on the rocks below.

*Arwen!*

The thought was a roar of pure terror, not her own but Ignis’s. It cut through her panic like a shard of ice. She looked up and saw his eye, a swirling orb of molten gold, fixed on her. He was twisting in mid-air, trying to catch her, his movements clumsy and agonized without her guidance. The bond between them was a frayed rope, stretched to its breaking point, but it was still there. She could feel his desperation, his refusal to let her fall.

*Trust me,* she sent again, but this time it was not a plea. It was a command.

With a surge of adrenaline, she hauled herself back onto the saddle, her muscles screaming in protest. There was no time to think, no time for strategy. There was only instinct. She flattened herself against Ignis’s back, her hands gripping the edges of the saddle, her legs clamping down with all her might. She closed her eyes, shutting out the terrifying sight of the closing rock walls, and focused only on the bond.

She didn’t try to guide him with pulls and pushes of the reins. She couldn’t. Instead, she became his eyes. She projected an image into his mind: a clear path, a narrow gap between two spires, a way through the chaos. She felt his understanding, a flicker of acknowledgment. He trusted her.

They moved as one. Ignis folded his wings, dropping like a stone through a violent downdraft that would have smashed them into the mountainside. Arwen’s stomach lurched, but she held the image, the path, the solution. He unfurled his wings at the last second, catching the air with a jolt that nearly unseated her. They shot through the gap, the wind of their passage whistling off the rock inches from her face.

They danced through the labyrinth. It was a brutal, terrifying ballet. Arwen would see a crosswind, a dead-end canyon, a treacherous updraft, and she would feed the information, the *feeling* of it, directly to Ignis. He would respond instantly, his body a blur of impossible grace and power, banking, diving, climbing with a precision that defied his youth. They were no longer rider and dragon. They were a single entity, a shared consciousness fighting for survival.

Finally, they burst from the shadow of the Teeth and back into the pale sunlight. The wind was still strong, but it was a steady, predictable current compared to the chaos they had just escaped. Arwen’s body was a mass of aches and bruises, her hands raw and bleeding. Her mind felt scoured, hollowed out by the intensity of the shared concentration. They had done it. They had survived.

Ignis let out a long, shuddering cry that was part triumph, part exhaustion. Arwen slumped forward, her forehead resting on his neck, her body trembling uncontrollably. The flight back to the academy was a blur. She was only dimly aware of the other cadets staring, of the instructors pointing, of the shocked silence that had fallen over the training yard.

They landed hard, Ignis’s claws scraping against the stone. Arwen didn’t wait for the beast handlers. She slid from the saddle, her legs giving out from under her. She landed hard on her knees, the impact jarring her teeth. She didn’t care. She was alive. Ignis was alive.

A pair of strong hands grabbed her arms, hauling her to her feet. She looked up into the concerned face of Roric. He was a solid, broad-shouldered young man with a scar that cut through one eyebrow and a perpetually grim expression. They had grown up together in the shadow of their families’ shared decline, his house a minor vassal to hers before the fall.

“Arwen,” he said, his voice low and urgent. “Are you hurt?”

She shook her head, unable to speak. Her gaze fell on the broken harness lying on the ground beside Ignis. The snapped strap was undeniable proof.

Roric followed her eyes. His jaw tightened. “Malakor,” he spat, the name a venomous curse. He looked from the broken leather to the jagged scars on her arm, and his expression hardened. “This wasn’t a lesson. It was a message.”

He pulled her away from the small crowd that was gathering, his grip firm on her elbow. He led her behind a stack of supply crates, out of sight. The air here smelled of salted meat and oil.

“Vex won’t stop at this,” Roric said, his voice a harsh whisper. “He can’t. What you and that dragon represent... it’s a threat to everything he’s building. He tried to break you publicly, to make an example of you. It didn’t work. So he’ll try something else. Something quieter.”

Arwen finally found her voice, though it was hoarse and raw. “I can handle it.”

“Can you?” Roric’s gaze was intense, challenging. “Your pride is a weapon, Arwen, but it’s also a weakness. You think you can fight this alone, like your father did. Look where it got him. You need allies. You need people who can watch your back, who can fight in the shadows where Vex is strongest.”

“Who?” she shot back, a spark of her old defiance returning. “You? The other cadets who won’t even look at me? The nobles who spit on my name?”

“Not them,” he said, shaking his head. “There are others. People who remember the old ways. People who fear what Vex is becoming. But they won’t follow a ghost, Arwen. They won’t follow a memory. They’ll only follow a leader. You have to stop being a survivor and start being a threat.”

His words struck a chord deep within her, a dissonant harmony with her own fears and ambitions. She wanted to restore her family’s honor, but Roric was talking about something else entirely. He was talking about war.

Before she could respond, a sharp whistle cut through the air. It was Malakor, summoning the cadets for the next exercise. Roric gave her arm a final, meaningful squeeze.

“Think about it,” he said, his eyes pleading. “Please.”

He walked away, leaving her alone with the scent of oil and the chilling weight of his warning. The rest of the day was a blur of humiliation and pain. She was assigned stable duty, the most menial task possible, forced to muck out the pens of other cadets’ dragons while they practiced aerial maneuvers in the sky. The work was grueling, but it was a welcome distraction. It allowed her to be near Ignis, to feel his steady, calming presence in her mind as she worked.

That night, she lay on her cot, the events of the day replaying in her mind. The snap of the leather, the terror of the fall, the desperate, shared flight through the Widow’s Teeth. Roric’s words echoed in her ears. *Stop being a survivor and start being a threat.* She didn’t know how. She was just one girl, with one dragon, against the might of the Aerial Academy.

A faint scraping sound from her door broke her reverie. She sat up, her heart pounding. She held her breath, listening. Silence. She slid from the cot and crept to the door. There was nothing there. She was about to dismiss it as a rat in the walls when she saw it. A small, folded piece of parchment had been slipped under the door.

Her hands trembled as she picked it up. There was no seal, no signature. Just a single line of elegant, spidery script, written in dark ink.

*The heart remembers what the mind forgets.*

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3: The Inquisitor’s Gaze


[image: ]


The parchment felt impossibly thin in her fingers, the ink dark and final. *The heart remembers what the mind forgets.* What heart? Whose mind? The words were a riddle, a key to a lock she couldn’t see. They spoke of a history that had been buried, a truth deliberately obscured. Was it about her family? About the Dragonbanes? Or was it about something far older, something about the Draconic Bond itself? The flight through the Widow’s Teeth had been a lesson in cruelty, a brutal test of survival. But this note... this was something else. It was a whisper in the dark, an invitation to a different kind of war. A war fought not with claws and wind, but with secrets and memory. She clutched the note, the paper crinkling in her fist. For the first time since the Choosing, she felt a flicker of something other than fear or defiance. It was curiosity. And it was dangerous.

A sharp, metallic knock rattled her door, the sound so jarring it made her flinch. It wasn’t the hesitant rap of a fellow cadet or the heavy thump of an instructor. It was precise, authoritative, and utterly devoid of warmth. Arwen quickly folded the note and shoved it deep into her boot, the leather pressing it against her skin like a secret brand. She smoothed her tunic, her heart a frantic drum against her ribs, and pulled the door open.

Two cadets stood in the corridor, their faces pale and their eyes fixed on the stone floor. They weren’t here to talk. They were an escort. Between them stood a woman who seemed to absorb the light from the torches on the walls. She was tall and severe, dressed in the immaculate black uniform of an Inquisitor, the silver insignia of a coiled serpent glinting on her high collar. Her hair was pulled back in a severe, knife-sharp bun, and her eyes were the color of a winter sky just before a blizzard—pale, cold, and promising nothing but devastation. This was Inquisitor Lyra. Arwen had heard the name spoken in whispers, a curse muttered in the darkest corners of the training grounds.

“Arwen Dragonbane,” Lyra’s voice was as sharp and cold as her appearance, each word a perfectly formed icicle. “You will accompany me.”

It was not a request. Arwen fell into step behind the two cadets, Lyra a silent, predatory presence at her side. The corridors of the Serpent’s Spire, usually filled with the clamor of training and the shouts of instructors, were unnervingly quiet. As they passed, other cadets and instructors flattened themselves against the walls, their gazes averted. The air grew colder, a palpable chill that had nothing to do with the mountain wind. They descended deeper into the spire, past the training halls and the mess, into levels Arwen had never seen. The stone here was darker, unadorned, and the torches were spaced further apart, creating long, dancing shadows that clung to the walls like wraiths. The only sounds were the echo of their boots on the flagstones and the distant, mournful cry of the wind outside the mountain.

Lyra led them to a plain, iron-bound door. One of the escorting cadets fumbled with a heavy key, his hands shaking so badly he dropped it. Lyra didn’t even glance at him. She simply waited, her impatience a physical pressure in the small space. The door swung open, revealing a room that was a masterpiece of psychological torment. It was a perfect circle, the walls, floor, and ceiling made of the same black, polished stone that seemed to drink the light. There was no furniture. A single, harsh magical light hung from the ceiling, casting a stark, shadowless glare that left no corner to hide in. In the center of the room was a simple metal chair. It was an interrogation chamber, a place designed to strip a person of all context, all comfort, all identity, leaving them naked and alone with their questioner.

“Enter,” Lyra commanded.

The two cadets remained outside, the heavy door swinging shut behind Arwen with a deafening clang that echoed in the sterile chamber. The sound of a heavy bolt sliding home was the final nail in the coffin of her composure. She was trapped. Lyra moved with a liquid grace, circling Arwen slowly, her boots making no sound on the polished floor. She was a shark assessing her prey.

“Tell me about Ignis,” Lyra began, her voice deceptively soft. It was more unnerving than her previous tone.

“He is my dragon,” Arwen said, her own voice steadier than she expected. She focused on the note in her boot, on the defiance it represented. She would not be broken here.

Lyra stopped in front of her, a faint, humorless smile touching her lips. “‘Your dragon.’ Such a possessive little phrase. The Lord-Commander believes the bond is a tool. A weapon to be honed, directed, and, if necessary, sheathed. But you... you seem to believe it’s a partnership. An equality.”

The word ‘equality’ hung in the air, a challenge. Arwen remained silent, her jaw tight. She knew this was a trap. Any answer she gave could be twisted against her.

“Your performance yesterday was... unexpected,” Lyra continued, circling again. “To survive the Widow’s Teeth with a faulty harness and a hatchling dragon. It speaks to a resilience. Or perhaps to something more. A deeper connection than is typical. One might even say... unnatural.”

A cold dread seeped into Arwen’s bones. Lyra wasn’t just asking about the flight. She was probing the very nature of her bond with Ignis. *A dragon’s will is a flame.* The anonymous note’s words surfaced in her mind, a sudden, stark warning.

“The Choosing is sacred,” Arwen said, the words a rote lesson from her childhood. “A dragon chooses its rider. The bond is a gift.”

“A gift?” Lyra’s laugh was a short, sharp crack of sound. “Child, a gift is something you are given freely. This is a responsibility. A duty. The dragon’s power is a force of nature. It must be guided by a firm hand, not... coddled by a sentimental heart.” She leaned in close, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “Tell me, Arwen. When you were falling, when you thought you were about to die, what did you hear from him? Did you hear fear? Panic? Or did you hear something else? Did you hear his will?”

Arwen’s breath hitched. She remembered the terror, the shared panic, but beneath it all, she had felt something else. A surge of pure, unadulterated rage from Ignis. A furious, protective instinct that had burned through their shared fear and given them the strength to fight back. It was a primal, powerful emotion, far more complex than the simple impulses she’d felt before. To admit that would be to confirm Lyra’s suspicions.

“I heard my partner,” Arwen said, injecting as much cold pride as she could muster. “We survived. That is all.”

Lyra straightened up, the smile vanishing from her face. The room’s temperature seemed to plummet another ten degrees. “Pride. A Dragonbane trait. It was pride that brought your family to ruin. Your father, Lord Kaelen, he believed his bond with his dragon gave him the right to question the Lord-Commander’s authority. He believed in ‘equality.’”

The mention of her father was a physical blow. Arwen flinched, a tiny, involuntary movement that she knew Lyra saw. The Inquisitor’s eyes gleamed with predatory triumph.

“He was not a traitor,” Arwen choked out, the words tasting like ash.

“Wasn’t he?” Lyra’s voice was laced with venom. “He spread dissent. He whispered of ancient rights and forgotten pacts. He poisoned the minds of good riders with his romantic notions. He was a cancer, and the Lord-Commander excised him. As he will excise any who follow in his footsteps.”

She took a step closer, her presence suffocating. “Your family is disgraced. Your lands are forfeit. Your name is a curse. But you are not the last of your blood, are you? There are cousins, aren’t there? In the northern territories. The Iron Clans. A tough, pragmatic people. They value strength. They would not be pleased to learn that their distant kin was bringing... unwanted attention. That their meager holdings were at risk because of a foolish girl’s sentimental attachment to a beast.”

The threat was explicit, brutal, and devastatingly effective. Arwen thought of her Aunt Elara, a stern, hard woman who had disowned her father but was still blood. She thought of her young cousins, who had no part in this war. Vex’s reach was long. He wouldn’t just kill her; he would salt the earth of her entire lineage.

A low growl echoed in Arwen’s mind, a sound of pure fury. *Hurt. You. Hurt.* It was Ignis, sensing her distress from his pen, his protective instinct flaring. The telepathic connection, usually a warm hum, was now a live wire of shared anger. It was a strength, but Lyra had just framed it as a weakness. A vulnerability.

“See?” Lyra whispered, her eyes wide with a terrible, knowing light. “He feels your fear. Your anger. He is not a partner. He is a reflection. A mirror to your own unstable emotions. Such a creature cannot be controlled. It must be broken. Or put down.”

The finality in her voice sent a wave of ice through Arwen’s veins. This was the truth of Vex’s doctrine. Not control, but subjugation. Not partnership, but ownership. The thought of Ignis, his fierce spirit and nascent intelligence, being ‘broken’ was more horrifying than her own death.

She straightened her spine, pushing away the fear, the grief, the terror. She would not give this woman the satisfaction. She would not let her win. “He is not a beast,” Arwen said, her voice clear and ringing in the silent chamber. “And you will never have him.”

For a moment, a flicker of something—surprise? Respect?—crossed Lyra’s face. It was gone in an instant, replaced by the same cold, placid mask. She had pushed, and Arwen had pushed back. The test was over.

Lyra turned and walked to the door, her back to Arwen. “You are dismissed, cadet. Return to your duties. But remember this conversation. The Lord-Commander’s eye is upon you. My eye is upon you





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
WINGS OFTHE
OBSIDIAN THRONE

‘1.3‘»4 p

- AMY WEBSTER EDMONDS





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





