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Chapter1: The Boy Without a Contract Dragon
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The dragons began choosing their riders beneath a sky so bright it hurt to look at.

Their wings cut through the morning light above the ceremonial arena, casting huge shadows over the white stone tiers. Every time one of them descended, the wind rolled across the seats and made the banners of the noble houses snap like whips.

Blue for Fortis.

Red for Baran.

Gold and black for Algran.

I stood beneath that last banner with both hands at my sides and listened to the crowd cheer for everyone except me.

“Liora Emsworth!”

A girl in a polished breastplate stepped forward, pale with nerves. The contract pillar in the center of the arena hummed. Across from her, a small green-scaled wind dragon lowered its long neck and touched its brow to hers.

Light burst between them.

A contract crest bloomed over the back of her hand—three curling lines like wings.

The crowd erupted.

“Wind-scale contract!”

“House Emsworth has a rider!”

“Congratulations!”

The girl staggered as if her knees had forgotten their purpose. Then she laughed, half crying, and bowed to the dragon. Her parents stood in the noble seats with red faces and shining eyes.

I watched the crest settle into her skin.

It looked warm.

It looked simple.

A dragon chose you. The world accepted it. Everyone understood what you were.

“Cedric Baran!”

Cedric strode forward before the master of ceremonies finished calling his name.

Of course he did.

His red cloak flared behind him, clasped at the shoulder with a dragon-scale brooch too large to be tasteful. He did not glance left or right. He did not need to. Half the academy was already watching him.

A red-horned dragon landed so heavily that dust leapt from the arena stones. Its claws scraped long white marks across the floor, and its breath rolled out in a hot wave that made several younger candidates step back.

Cedric did not step back.

He raised his chin.

The red-horned dragon stared at him, then gave a low rumble and bent its head.

Fire flashed.

A crimson crest burned over Cedric’s hand.

The cheers were louder this time.

“Red-horned dragon!”

“An adult-class contract!”

“As expected of House Baran!”

Cedric turned, lifting his marked hand high enough for everyone to see. His eyes found me across the line of candidates.

He smiled.

Not wide. Not loud. Just enough.

The kind of smile that said he had received exactly what the world owed him, and I was about to receive exactly what the world owed me.

I looked away first, not because it hurt, but because the dragon beside him had made a sound under its breath.

Not a growl.

Not pride.

A thin, buried tremor.

My fingers twitched.

The red-horned dragon’s eye shifted toward me for the briefest moment. Its pupil narrowed, then widened. Cedric pulled its attention back with a sharp tug on the ceremonial rein.

“Stand proud,” Cedric whispered, too low for the nobles to hear.

The dragon obeyed.

My chest tightened.

Not with anger. Not yet.

“Liana Fortis!”

The arena changed.

Even the restless students went still.

Liana Fortis stepped forward in a silver-trimmed uniform that fit her like armor, her long pale hair tied high beneath a blue ribbon. She carried no arrogance in her stride. That made it worse for the people who wanted to hate her. She moved like someone who had trained until confidence had stopped being a performance.

Above the arena, a silver-winged dragon circled once.

Then Silpha descended.

The wind did not crash down with her. It parted.

Her wings were wide and bright, each scale catching the sun with a clean metallic gleam. She landed before Liana and folded herself with the grace of a blade returning to its sheath.

Liana placed her hand against Silpha’s brow.

No hesitation.

No trembling.

Silver light rose around them in a spiral.

The crest that appeared on Liana’s hand was sharper and more complex than the others, a wing crossed by a slender spear of wind.

The crowd thundered.

“Silver-wing!”

“Lady Fortis!”

“She’ll be this year’s top rider!”

Liana exhaled quietly. Her expression barely changed, but her fingers curled once against Silpha’s scales. Silpha answered by nudging her shoulder.

That was a contract.

Not the light. Not the cheering.

That small movement.

The space between them.

I realized I had been staring when Silpha turned her head toward me.

Her silver eyes met mine.

The noise of the arena faded for a heartbeat.

Something behind my ribs stirred, slow and heavy, like an old wing shifting in sleep.

Silpha’s pupils thinned.

Liana noticed. Her gaze followed the dragon’s.

For the first time that morning, her eyes settled on me.

Not like Cedric’s.

Not with contempt.

She looked as if she had found a loose thread in a perfectly woven banner.

I gave her nothing back. No smile. No challenge.

The master of ceremonies cleared his throat.

“Next—Kyle Algran.”

The arena did not fall silent.

It changed shape.

Whispers moved faster than wind.

“There he is.”

“The Algran failure.”

“He’s really going through with it?”

“Does he think a dragon will suddenly pity him?”

“Contractless at seventeen. How embarrassing.”

“Wingless.”

The word slid through the seats.

Wingless.

I had heard it so often that it should have dulled by now. It had not. It did not cut deep anymore, but it still found skin.

I stepped forward.

The ceremonial arena felt larger from the center. White stone beneath my boots. Nobles above me. Teachers along the edges. Dragons penned behind warded gates, watching with eyes of gold, green, red, and black.

The contract pillar stood ahead, carved from pale crystal and wrapped in old draconic script. It measured the bond between candidate and dragon. It displayed the crest. It proved what the nobles needed proved.

A dragon chose you.

Or none did.

I stopped before the pillar.

The master of ceremonies looked down at the slate in his hand. His mouth tightened before he spoke.

“Kyle Algran, youngest son of House Algran. Candidate for the Contracting Rite.”

The Algran seats remained quiet.

My father had not come.

My sister had.

Esme Algran sat beneath the gold-and-black banner, spine straight, gloved hands folded over one knee. Her face showed nothing. Not shame. Not concern. Not support.

That was how she survived our family.

I lowered my gaze to the dragons beyond the wards.

One by one, their eyes shifted away.

A brown-scaled earth dragon looked at the ground.

A young blue storm drake tucked its wings in tight.

A black-horned ceremonial dragon at the far gate stared at me, then shuddered so faintly that only its chains rang.

My breath caught.

There it was again.

Not refusal.

Not rejection.

Something closer to fear.

No.

Not fear of me.

Fear of something near me.

Inside me.

The contract pillar brightened.

The master of ceremonies lifted his staff. “Let the rite begin.”

Light spread under my boots in a circle. The old script around the pillar stirred, each line waking in sequence.

I placed my hand against the crystal.

Cold rushed through my palm.

The pillar searched.

A pressure moved over my skin, into my blood, deeper than bone. It was not painful. It was clumsy. Like fingers fumbling at a lock too small for them to understand.

The crystal brightened.

Then flickered.

A thin, sharp crack of static snapped through the air.

The light vanished.

No crest appeared.

For half a breath, the arena held still.

Then someone laughed.

A single voice near the student seats.

Cedric did not bother hiding it.

That gave everyone else permission.

The laughter spread.

“No crest!”

“Nothing!”

“Even the pillar gave up!”

“House Algran’s wingless son!”

The master of ceremonies stared at the crystal as if it had insulted him. He struck it lightly with his staff. The pillar gave no response.

“Result,” he announced, and his voice carried too well, “no contract established.”

A few nobles clapped politely.

Most did not bother.

Heat crawled up the back of my neck. I removed my hand from the pillar and looked at the empty skin.

No crest.

No surprise.

A whisper brushed the edge of my hearing.

Not words. Not yet.

A low, strained sound.

Pain.

My eyes moved toward the black-horned dragon.

It was larger than the others brought for the rite, with dark scales polished for ceremony and bronze bands fitted around its neck and forelegs. Black horns curved back from its skull like blades. It had been there only as a symbol of academy prestige, too proud and too old to take a student rider.

Its throat worked.

The bronze bands trembled.

A thread of black smoke leaked between its teeth.

I took one step toward it.

“Kyle Algran,” the master of ceremonies said sharply. “Return to the candidate line.”

I stopped.

The black-horned dragon’s eye rolled.

A sound entered my skull.

Tight.

Choked.

Burning.

My fingers curled.

The ward gate behind the dragon flashed. The runes around the enclosure flared blue, then red, then sickly violet.

One of the handlers frowned. “Instructor?”

The dragon slammed its head into the gate.

The arena exploded into noise.

The first impact bent the iron frame.

The second cracked the ward stones.

The third shattered the gate outward.

Handlers scattered. One fell hard and rolled beneath the broken railing. Teachers raised barrier spells along the arena edge.

The black-horned dragon lunged through the wreckage.

Its wings opened halfway, smashing two ceremonial pillars to dust. Bronze bands snapped across its forelegs, but the collar at its neck did not break. Something dark pulsed beneath it, lines like chain marks biting into the scales.

I saw it.

A black scar, too straight to be natural.

The dragon screamed.

Not rage.

Agony.

Flame erupted from its jaws.

The first blast struck the teachers’ barrier. Blue light buckled, held for a heartbeat, then cracked like glass.

The crowd screamed.

Students shoved one another in the tiers. Nobles who had laughed at me moments ago scrambled over benches, dragging cloaks and children behind them. The academy guards rushed in from the side gates, shields raised.

“Contain it!” a teacher shouted.

“Reinforce the south ward!”

“It’s breaking through!”

The black-horned dragon whipped its head toward the closest section of seats.

There were first-year candidates there.

Too young to have armor.

Too slow to run.

Liana was already moving.

“Silpha!”

The silver-winged dragon launched from the arena floor, wind bursting beneath her wings. Liana vaulted onto the saddle without using the stirrup. Silver light flashed around her spear as Silpha cut across the arena toward the black-horned dragon’s path.

Fast.

Not fast enough.

The black-horned dragon charged.

Its claws tore white stone apart. Each step drove cracks across the arena floor. Its mouth opened, and fire gathered in the throat, black at the center and red at the edges.

The teachers’ second barrier formed between the dragon and the stands.

The dragon hit it with its shoulder.

The barrier shattered.

People screamed behind it.

My body moved before thought caught up.

I ran.

Someone shouted my name. Maybe an instructor. Maybe Liana. Maybe no one.

I crossed the broken arena stones with no weapon, no armor, no dragon at my side.

The black-horned dragon’s head swung down.

Its jaws came for the front row.

I stepped between them.

Heat swallowed the world.

I lifted my left hand.

The dragon’s lower jaw slammed into my palm.

Stone cracked beneath my boots.

Pain shot through my arm, bright and clean. My heels slid back half a step, then stopped.

The black-horned dragon pushed.

I pushed back.

Its breath blasted over me.

Fire covered my shoulders, my chest, my face. The arena disappeared behind red and black flame. My uniform burned at the edges. The air screamed in my ears.

My skin did not burn.

The flame struck me, wrapped around me, and broke apart as if it had forgotten how to bite.

The dragon froze.

So did the fire.

I looked up into its eye.

Gold iris. Black slit. Blood vessels bright with strain. Beneath it all, something trapped and pleading clawed against the inside of the gaze.

There you are.

The thought was mine.

The pain that answered was not.

A voice tore through me.

Hot. Hoarse. Buried under iron.

Hurts.

The dragon jerked, trying to pull away. The collar around its neck flared with black light.

KILL.

The command did not come from the dragon.

It scraped across the air, hard and cold, sinking hooks into the beast’s flesh.

KILL. BURN. BREAK.

The black-horned dragon convulsed.

Its jaws pressed harder against my hand. Fresh flame gathered in its throat.

I set my right hand against its snout.

“Stop,” I said.

The command in the collar tightened.

The dragon’s claws gouged trenches through stone.

KILL.

“No.”

My voice came out lower than I expected.

The flame in its mouth flickered.

I moved closer, though the pressure should have crushed my ribs. Its breath rolled over me. Sparks flew past my eyes. Behind me, the front row had gone silent except for a child sobbing into someone’s sleeve.

The dragon’s eye widened.

I felt the shape of the thing wrapped around its neck. Not metal. Not only metal. A command carved into pain. A chain made to bite deeper every time the dragon resisted.

My palm found the black mark beneath the collar.

The world narrowed.

Heat. Scale. Blood. The stink of burned stone.

A thin cry pressed against my skull.

Can’t stop.

“Yes, you can.”

The black light flared.

My hand burned—not from fire, but from the thing under the scales. Lines crawled over the back of my right hand.

Not a normal contract crest.

Not wings.

A crown-like curve. A spiral. A dragon’s eye opening inside a ring of flame.

It appeared for less than a breath.

The dragon saw it.

Every muscle in its body locked.

The command in the collar struck again.

KILL.

I pressed my forehead against the dragon’s snout.

“Enough,” I whispered. “You don’t have to listen to that anymore.”

The mark on my hand pulsed once.

Something deep inside my chest answered.

Not loudly.

Not fully.

Just enough.

The black scar beneath the collar cracked.

The dragon screamed, but this time the sound broke open into relief. Black smoke poured from the mark. The collar split down one side and dropped, molten, onto the arena stone.

The fire in the dragon’s throat died.

Its weight shifted.

For one terrible instant I thought it would collapse forward and crush the stands anyway. I braced both hands against its snout.

“Easy.”

The dragon drew in a shaking breath.

Then it lowered its head.

Its front legs folded.

The black-horned dragon knelt in front of me.

Dust drifted around us.

My hands remained against its scales. They were hot, rough, alive. The pain in its voice faded into a dull tremor, like a wound finally uncovered.

I let out the breath I had been holding.

“Good,” I murmured. “That’s it.”

The dragon’s eye closed halfway.

Around us, the academy made no sound.

No cheers.

No laughter.

No whisper of wingless.

I became aware of my burned sleeves first. Then the cracked stone under my boots. Then the hundreds of people staring down from the seats.

Liana hovered nearby on Silpha, spear lowered but no longer aimed. Her eyes were fixed on the kneeling dragon, then on my hand.

Silpha bowed her head in the air.

Not much.

Enough for me to see.

Cedric stood near the candidate line, his face pale, one hand gripping the reins of his red-horned dragon so tightly his knuckles had gone white. His dragon was not looking at him.

It was looking at me.

So were the others.

Every dragon in the arena had turned toward the center.

Some lowered their heads.

Some folded their wings.

None made a sound.

The master of ceremonies dropped his slate.

It hit the stone with a flat crack.

Teachers held half-formed spells in shaking hands. Guards stopped with spears raised and did not take another step. The nobles in the front rows stared at the dragon kneeling where their children had almost died.

I pulled my hand back from the black-horned dragon’s brow.

The strange mark was gone.

Only my skin remained.

Empty.

Unmarked.

The dragon gave a low rumble.

This time, everyone heard the softness in it.

A heavy boot scraped across stone behind me.

Instructor Garen Ashford stepped through the broken barrier line.

He was a broad man with iron-gray hair, an old scar crossing his jaw, and the kind of eyes that made even noble brats stand straight. He had drawn his sword at some point. Now he lowered it.

His gaze moved from the broken collar, to the black scar on the dragon’s neck, to my hand.

He stopped beside me.

For a moment, he said nothing.

The wind moved through the torn banners above the arena. Somewhere in the stands, a child hiccuped. The black-horned dragon breathed against my shoulder, slow and exhausted.

Garen’s voice was quiet.

It still reached the first row.

“That wasn’t a contract.”

The words spread through the silence like a blade being drawn.

He looked at the kneeling dragon.

Then at me.

“That was a dragon kneeling to a king.”
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Chapter2: The Unmeasurable Wingless
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The black-horned dragon did not move for a long time.

Neither did I.

My palms rested against the rough scales above its nose, where the heat had faded from scorching to fever-warm. Its breath washed over my sleeves in slow, uneven waves. The collar that had bitten into its neck lay split on the arena stones, still smoking.

All around us, the academy held its breath.

I heard little pieces of the world return one by one.

A broken banner snapped in the wind.

Someone in the front row sobbed into a sleeve.

A guard’s spear tip rattled against his own shield.

Then Instructor Garen’s words reached the seats.

“That wasn’t a contract. That was a dragon kneeling to a king.”

No one laughed.

That was the strangest part.

I could face laughter. I knew what to do with it. Lower my eyes. Let it pass. Keep breathing.

Silence was harder.

The black-horned dragon opened one golden eye and watched me as if waiting for another order.

I did not give one.

I slid my hand down from its brow to the side of its face. “Stay still. You’re safe.”

Its eyelid lowered.

A tremor ran through the nearest teachers.

Safe.

The word had left my mouth too naturally. Too quietly. As if I had any right to say it with half the arena destroyed behind me.

Garen stepped closer to the broken collar and crouched. His sword remained in his hand, point angled down. He did not touch the black metal. He only looked.

The collar gave off a thin hiss.

Black veins crawled along its inner rim before fading.

Garen’s jaw tightened.

“Contain the crowd,” he said.

The nearest instructor blinked. “Sir?”

“Now.”

The word cracked across the arena.

The teachers finally moved. Barriers rose between the seating tiers and the broken floor, pale-blue panes locking into place. Guards began pushing students back toward the exits. Nobles protested until they looked at the kneeling dragon again.

Then they moved faster.

A healer hurried toward the fallen handler. Two other staff members approached the black-horned dragon with binding rods lifted.

The dragon’s eye sharpened.

A growl started low in its throat.

I raised one hand.

“Don’t.”

The dragon stilled.

The binding rods stopped in midair.

The nearest teacher stared at me as if my skin had split open to reveal something underneath.

Garen looked over his shoulder. “Lower those rods.”

“But the dragon—”

“Is calmer than you are.”

The teacher swallowed and lowered his rod.

The black-horned dragon exhaled through its nose. The sound shook dust from the cracks at my feet.

A shadow swept over me.

Silpha landed lightly beside Liana, her silver wings folding with a soft metallic whisper. Liana slid down from the saddle and walked toward me across the broken stone.

Her spear was still in her hand.

She held it low.

Not aimed.

Her eyes moved over my burned sleeves, the dragon’s lowered head, the split collar, then my right hand.

The strange mark was gone.

I closed my fingers anyway.

“You’re not burned,” she said.

“No.”

“That fire should have killed you.”

“It didn’t.”

Her brows drew in, not enough to look angry. Enough to show she disliked empty answers.

Silpha lowered her head toward the black-horned dragon. The larger dragon answered with a quiet rumble.

Liana heard it. Her grip tightened on her spear.

“What did you do to it?” she asked.

The question had no contempt in it.

That made it harder to answer.

“I stopped what was hurting it.”

“How?”

I looked at the broken collar.

The black scar on the dragon’s neck still pulsed faintly beneath torn scales. It was not bleeding the way flesh should bleed. Thin dark smoke leaked from the cracks, then vanished before reaching the air.

“I don’t know.”

That was not entirely true.

I knew the dragon had spoken.

I knew something in me had answered.

I knew the collar had broken when the mark appeared on my hand.

None of those were answers I could give in the center of the academy while half the noble houses stared down at me like I had become a blade pressed against their throats.

Liana studied my face.

I kept it still.

A fresh commotion rose near the eastern gate.

Headmaster Orvane strode into the arena with four senior instructors behind him. His white ceremonial robe had been thrown over one shoulder in haste, the gold chain of office clasped crookedly at his throat. He took in the shattered ward gate, the cracked floor, the kneeling dragon, and me.

His eyes did not stop on the wounded seats for long.

They stopped on me.

“Kyle Algran,” he said.

The barrier spells carried his voice clearly across the arena.

I stepped away from the black-horned dragon.

It shifted as if to follow.

“Stay,” I murmured.

Its claws flexed once, then settled.

A ripple of whispers moved through the remaining crowd.

Headmaster Orvane’s mouth thinned.

“You will come with us.”

Garen rose from beside the collar. “He needs a healer first.”

“He is standing.”

“So is the dragon. I would still call both of them injured.”

“I did not ask for your assessment, Instructor Ashford.”

Garen’s eyes cooled. “That has never stopped me from giving it.”

The air between them tightened.

I had seen Garen intimidate second-year riders with a glance. Headmaster Orvane did not flinch, but one of the senior instructors beside him looked down.

Liana stepped forward. “Headmaster, Kyle stopped the dragon from reaching the stands.”

Orvane’s gaze slid to her. “Lady Fortis, your testimony will be taken.”

“I can give it now.”

“This is not the place.”

“It became the place when everyone here saw him do it.”

A few students near the lower tier stared at her. Cedric stood behind them, his red cloak dusty, expression twisted between outrage and something less familiar.

Orvane lifted his chin. “Everyone saw a candidate with no contract step into the path of a ceremonial dragon that had just broken academy wards. Everyone saw that dragon kneel before him. Until we understand why, we will treat the matter as a threat to academy security.”

Threat.

The word landed exactly where he meant it to.

Around the arena, fear found its shape.

Not for the dragon.

For me.

The black-horned dragon rumbled.

I did not look back at it. “I’ll go.”

Garen turned slightly. “Kyle.”

“It’s fine.”

It was not fine.

But the first-years in the seats were still shaking. The wounded handler was still being lifted onto a stretcher. The black-horned dragon’s pain still scraped faintly at the back of my skull.

If I fought the headmaster here, the academy would remember that before it remembered the children who had almost burned.

So I walked.

The guards did not put chains on me.

They wanted to.

I could feel it in the way they arranged themselves, two ahead, two behind, hands hovering near sword hilts. Liana watched from beside Silpha, jaw set. Garen followed without being invited.

No one stopped him.

We left the arena through a side passage beneath the noble seats. The roar of the crowd returned only after the doors closed behind us. Not cheers. Not laughter.

Voices layered over voices until the stone swallowed them.

The corridor smelled of old dust, scorched cloth, and wardstone powder. My boots left black marks on the polished floor.

A young clerk waiting near the stairs took one look at me and dropped the stack of papers in his arms.

No one helped him pick them up.

They took me to the council chamber above the eastern training wing.

I had stood outside that door once before, when I was thirteen and House Algran had petitioned for my continued enrollment despite three failed preliminary bond readings. The door had looked too large then.

It looked smaller now.

Inside, seven senior faculty members sat around a crescent table. Headmaster Orvane took the center seat. Garen remained standing at my left. I stood in the open space before them with burned sleeves and no crest.

A crystal basin rested on the table, filled with pale water. Images shimmered across its surface—fragments from the arena wards.

Me at the contract pillar.

The light flickering out.

The black-horned dragon breaking free.

My hand against its jaw.

The fire washing over me.

The dragon kneeling.

The basin repeated the last image three times before Orvane waved it still.

Professor Halwick, who taught contract theory, adjusted his spectacles with trembling fingers. “There is no precedent for this.”

A woman with iron-gray braids leaned forward. “There is precedent for dragons reacting violently to hidden curses.”

“Are you suggesting Algran cursed the dragon?”

“I am suggesting we do not dismiss the possibility.”

Garen laughed once.

It was not a pleasant sound.

Every eye turned to him.

He folded his arms. “You believe a contractless student smuggled a curse into the central arena, planted it on an adult black-horned dragon under full academy wards, waited until his own public humiliation, then stopped the dragon barehanded for dramatic effect?”

The woman’s face hardened. “I believe unknown power must be treated as hostile until classified.”

“That sentence has killed more riders than dragonfire.”

Headmaster Orvane tapped one finger against the table. “Instructor Ashford.”

Garen went quiet, but only just.

Orvane looked at me. “Did you interfere with the ceremonial dragon before the rite?”

“No.”

“Did you touch the collar before the rampage?”

“No.”

“Did you know it would break free?”

“No.”

“Did you hear anything unusual before the incident?”

The room seemed to lean closer.

I felt Garen glance at me.

The dragon’s voice still echoed beneath my skin.

Hurts.

Can’t stop.

I looked at the crystal basin instead of the headmaster. The water reflected my face in broken pieces.

“It was restless,” I said.

Professor Halwick frowned. “Restless?”

“I saw it struggling before the gate broke.”

“That is not what the question asked.”

“It’s the answer I have.”

A senior instructor in a dark-blue coat clicked his tongue. “Convenient.”

Garen took one step forward.

I spoke before he could. “If I wanted to harm the academy, I would have let it reach the stands.”

The room went still.

That had come out colder than I intended.

Headmaster Orvane’s eyes narrowed.

I kept my hands at my sides. “I didn’t.”

“No,” Liana said from the doorway. “He didn’t.”

Every head turned.

Liana Fortis stood at the threshold with Silpha’s silver feather crest still clipped to her shoulder guard. A guard behind her looked deeply unhappy.

Orvane frowned. “Lady Fortis, this council has not summoned you.”

“No. You said my testimony would be taken.” She stepped inside. “I’m here to give it.”

“This is irregular.”

“So was the dragon breaking through three academy wards.”

One of the professors muttered something about noble privilege.

Liana ignored him.

She came to stand a few paces to my right. Not beside me. Not exactly. Close enough that the room noticed.

“The black-horned dragon did not target Kyle,” she said. “It was driven toward the seats. When Kyle stepped in, the dragon resisted him for a moment, then responded to him.”

Professor Halwick leaned forward. “Responded how?”

“It stopped increasing pressure after he spoke. When he touched the mark under its collar, the collar failed.”

“Failed,” the blue-coated instructor repeated. “Or was overridden.”

Liana looked at him. “If Kyle had control over it from the start, he chose a strange method by standing in front of its mouth.”

Garen’s mouth twitched.

Mine did not.

Headmaster Orvane steepled his fingers. “Lady Fortis, do you believe Kyle Algran formed a hidden contract with that dragon?”

“No.”

The answer came quickly.

A little too quickly.

She looked at me once before continuing. “Silpha did not react as she does to a new contract pair. There was no joining pulse. No mutual crest. No bond exchange.”

Professor Halwick’s spectacles flashed. “Then what did your dragon sense?”

Liana hesitated.

The room caught it.

“She sensed,” Liana said carefully, “something greater than a normal contract.”

A chill moved through the chamber.

Not cold.

Fear again.

The door banged open before anyone could speak.

A girl with short chestnut hair stumbled in carrying a stack of recording plates nearly as tall as her torso.

“Mio Tilna,” Headmaster Orvane snapped. “This is a closed council.”

“I know, I’m sorry, but the measurement record was wrong.”

She stopped, breathless, then seemed to notice the entire council staring at her.

Her face reddened.

She bowed so fast the recording plates nearly flew out of her arms. “I mean, not wrong exactly. Incomplete. Or interrupted. Actually, not interrupted from outside. More like—”

“Mio,” Liana said.

Mio inhaled. “Right. Sorry.”

I recognized her from the candidate line. Small wind dragon. Bright eyes. The kind of person who looked at machinery while everyone else looked at banners.

Headmaster Orvane rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Explain why you have entered this chamber.”

Mio hurried to the table and spread three plates across it before anyone granted permission. Thin crystal sheets lit under her fingers. Lines of script and pulse marks rose above them.

“This is Kyle Algran’s rite reading,” she said. “The public result showed no contract, but the raw sequence doesn’t say no response.”

Professor Halwick stood so quickly his chair scraped backward. “Where did you get these?”

“Central pillar auxiliary archive.”

“That archive is restricted.”

“It was on emergency access after the ward failure.”

“That does not authorize—”

“What does it say?” Garen cut in.

Mio pointed to the first line. “Normal candidate readings begin here. Blood resonance, magical compatibility, dragon attention, crest formation. If there is no dragon response, the sequence completes and marks the candidate as unchosen.”

She moved to the second plate.

“This is Cedric Baran’s reading. Strong red-horn resonance. Stable crest formation. Complete.”

Cedric’s name made something tighten in my stomach for no good reason.

Mio touched the third plate.

The glowing lines did not flow. They climbed sharply, blurred, then vanished into a blank white space.

“This is Kyle’s.”

Professor Halwick leaned closer.

His face changed.

Mio spoke faster, gaining ground now that the symbols were doing half the work. “The pillar began reading him. It reached dragon attention and then the entire measuring lattice stopped. Not rejected. Not empty. Stopped.”

The blue-coated instructor frowned. “A malfunction.”

“The pillar recorded no internal damage until after the black-horned dragon broke the ward gate. The stop happened before that.” Mio tapped the blank space. “It tried to classify the response, failed, then cut the display to no contract because there was no usable crest data.”

Headmaster Orvane’s voice dropped. “You are certain?”

Mio swallowed. “No, sir.”

The room exhaled.

Then she lifted her chin.

“But I’m certain it does not prove contractless.”

The silence came back, sharper than before.

I stared at the blank white space above the crystal plate.

Not rejected.

Unreadable.

The words should have shaken me. Maybe they did. I could feel them move somewhere deep, but my face stayed calm.

No crest. No dragon at my side.

Yet the pillar had not found nothing.

It had found too much, or the wrong shape, or a door it could not open.

Behind my ribs, that old heaviness shifted again.

I closed my hand.

Headmaster Orvane looked from the record to me. “Until this matter is resolved, the official result remains unchanged.”

Mio’s mouth opened. “But—”

“Publicly, Kyle Algran is contractless.”

Liana’s eyes sharpened. “You cannot ignore the record.”

“I am not ignoring it. I am preventing panic.”

Garen’s voice went flat. “That sounds familiar.”

Orvane’s gaze cut to him. “You will not turn this council into a battlefield, Ashford.”

“No. The arena already handled that.”

The headmaster stood.

Power gathered faintly around his robes, not enough to be an attack. Enough to remind the room that he had not gained his position by paperwork alone.

“Kyle Algran will remain enrolled under provisional restriction,” he said. “No independent access to dragon facilities. No unsupervised contact with ceremonial beasts. No participation in noble contract rankings.”

There it was.

Still wingless.

Still outside the structure that decided who mattered.

I should have felt disappointment.

Instead, I thought of the black-horned dragon lowering its head and breathing without pain.

Orvane continued. “However, given today’s events, he will attend combat exercises under direct supervision.”

Garen’s eyes narrowed. “Whose supervision?”

The headmaster looked as if the word tasted bitter. “Yours.”

For the first time since entering the chamber, Garen smiled.

It was worse than his laugh.

“Good.”

“That is not a reward.”

“I did not mistake it for one.”

Headmaster Orvane turned to me. “You will submit to examination tomorrow morning. Until then, you will speak to no student about what occurred in the arena.”

I glanced at Liana.

She was watching me, not the headmaster.

Mio had gathered her plates against her chest, but her eyes were still on the blank reading.

“I understand,” I said.

No one asked if I agreed.

The council dismissed us before sunset.

By then, the academy had already begun repairing its own story.

In the outer corridors, servants scrubbed scorch marks from stone. Guards carried broken ward fragments in sealed boxes. Instructors whispered in pairs until they saw me, then found other reasons to look away.

The official notice was posted before dinner.

Ceremonial dragon rampage caused by unknown collar corruption.

Candidate Kyle Algran assisted in emergency containment.

Further investigation pending.

No mention of the dragon kneeling.

No mention of Garen’s words.

No mention of the measurement plate.

Wingless students were not usually important enough to erase.

I stood before the notice board while other students pretended not to stare.

Cedric did not pretend.

He crossed the hall with two Baran followers behind him, his red-horn contract crest visible on the back of his hand. It glowed faintly, as if he had willed it to be brighter.

“Assisted,” he said.

I looked at him.

His smile did not settle properly. “That’s generous. I heard you nearly caused a diplomatic disaster by touching a sealed dragon.”

“Were you there?”

His eyes flashed. “Everyone was there.”

“Then you heard wrong.”

One of his followers took half a step forward. Cedric lifted a hand, stopping him.

His gaze dropped to my empty hand.

“No crest,” he said. “No contract. No ranking. The headmaster can hide whatever he wants, but the rules are the rules.”

I should have let it pass.

Usually I would have.

But behind Cedric, his red-horned dragon waited in the courtyard beyond the open archway. Its head was turned toward me. Not bowed. Not fully.

Watching.

Cedric noticed my gaze and stiffened.

“Don’t look at him.”

The red-horned dragon’s claws scraped the courtyard stone.

Cedric pulled the reins.

The dragon obeyed, but its neck remained tense.

My voice came quietly. “He has a name.”

Cedric’s face hardened. “Do not lecture me about my dragon.”

I met his eyes.

For a moment, the hallway seemed to empty around us.

“I wasn’t talking to you.”

Cedric’s hand went to the hilt at his waist.

Garen’s voice came from the stairwell. “Draw that sword in my corridor, Baran, and you’ll be cleaning wyvern stables with it.”

Cedric froze.

Garen descended the last few steps with a folded document in one hand.

Cedric bowed stiffly. “Instructor.”

“Leave.”

“But—”

“Try again.”

Cedric’s jaw worked.

He turned sharply and walked away. His followers hurried after him. In the courtyard, the red-horned dragon watched me for one more heartbeat before Cedric dragged its attention forward.

Garen stopped beside me.

“You’re bad at staying unnoticed.”

“I was doing fine until the dragon tried to eat the audience.”

“Poor planning on your part.”

I almost smiled.

Almost.

He handed me the folded document. “Training field four. Dawn.”

I opened it.

Provisional Combat Assessment.

Supervisor: Instructor Garen Ashford.

Candidate: Kyle Algran.

Classification: Contractless.

The last word sat in neat ink at the bottom.

Garen watched my face. “Does it bother you?”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

I looked at him.

“If it didn’t,” he said, “you’d either be lying or broken.”

The courtyard wind slipped through the archway, carrying the smell of dragon feed, rain-wet stone, and distant smoke from the damaged arena.

I folded the document again.

“What happens to the black-horned dragon?”

Garen’s expression shifted.

Not much.

Enough.

“They moved him to the west recovery stable. He should have been sedated. He refused everyone except the healers you told him to allow near.”

“I didn’t tell him that.”

Garen raised one eyebrow.

I looked away.

He did not press.

“Come on,” he said.

The west recovery stable was quieter than the main dragon yard. Injured dragons rested behind reinforced stalls wide enough to hold their wings without pinning them. Healing lamps glowed amber overhead. The air smelled of herbs, scale oil, and blood.

The black-horned dragon lay in the largest stall with its head resting near the gate.

The moment I entered, its eye opened.

A stablemaster near the medicine table went pale. “Instructor, it was finally resting—”

The dragon lifted its head.

Not violently.

Slowly.

Its gaze found me.

The pain in my skull was weaker now, frayed at the edges.

Tired.

Hungry.

Free.

The last feeling was so quiet it almost hurt worse than the pain.

I stepped to the gate.

The stablemaster grabbed a long hook. “Don’t get too close.”

The black-horned dragon rumbled.

I touched the iron bar.

“It’s fine.”

Garen said nothing.

The dragon pushed its snout gently against the gate until the metal creaked.

Not enough to break it.

Just enough to reach me.

I set my hand against the warm scales above its nose.

The stablemaster made a strangled sound.

The black-horned dragon closed its eye.

No kneeling this time.

No spectacle.

Just a wounded dragon breathing easier under my hand.

A dark line remained around its neck where the collar had been. Beneath the torn scales, the black mark had faded but not vanished. It forked at the edges into tiny symbols that looked less like imperial block script and more like old temple etching.

Garen noticed me looking.

“You recognize it?” he asked.

“No.”

“Neither do I.”

That surprised me.

He crouched beside the gate and studied the mark through the bars. “Imperial black-chain work is ugly, but efficient. Military. Repeating anchor cuts, pain channels, obedience hooks.”

He pointed without touching. “This has prayer geometry in it.”

“Prayer geometry?”

“Old binding language. Pre-empire, if I’m right.”

The dragon’s breath warmed my wrist.

I thought of the collar’s command.

KILL.

Burn.

Break.

No prayer I had ever heard sounded like that.

Garen stood. “Don’t mention that to anyone yet.”

“I thought I wasn’t supposed to speak to students about any of it.”

“Students, professors, nobles, walls with ears. Pick your favorite.”

The black-horned dragon shifted. Its eye opened again.

A sound brushed my thoughts.

Small.

Not a word at first.

Then something closer.

Remember.

My fingers stilled.

The stable fell away for a blink.

Fire.

Not today’s fire.

Older.

Thicker smoke. A smaller hand. Stone hot under my knees. A dragon screaming above me, wings spread against falling flame.

Then the image snapped shut.

I pulled my hand back.

Garen’s eyes sharpened. “Kyle?”

“I’m fine.”

The lie came too fast.

The black-horned dragon watched me.

Not accusing.

Waiting.

I stepped away from the gate before my hand could shake.

Mio’s voice came from behind a stack of feed crates.

“Um.”

Garen closed his eyes. “Why are you in the recovery stable, Tilna?”

Mio emerged with a notebook clutched to her chest. Her cheeks were red, but she did not run.

“I was checking whether the collar fragments produced a matching pulse to the pillar failure.”

“In a restricted recovery stable.”

“It was unlocked.”

“It is never unlocked.”

“It was less locked than usual.”

Garen stared at her.

She cleared her throat and looked at me instead. “I’m not here to bother you. I just... wanted to show you something before they seal the records.”

I glanced at Garen.

He gave a small shrug, as if the academy collapsing into rule-breaking researchers was no longer his problem.

Mio opened her notebook and unfolded a thin copy sheet from inside.

The same blank reading from the council chamber stared back at me.

Only this version had markings in Mio’s handwriting around the edges.

“I compared your pillar sequence with known failed contracts,” she said. “There are three kinds. No resonance, rejected resonance, and unstable resonance. Yours is none of those.”

She tapped the empty white space.

“The pillar didn’t say no.”

The black-horned dragon breathed behind me.

Mio looked up, eyes bright and frightened and certain.

“Contractless isn’t right,” she whispered. “This wasn’t measured.”
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Chapter3: Duel with the Top Candidate
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Dawn turned Training Field Four into a sheet of pale silver.

The grass was still wet. Mist clung low around the boundary stones, thin enough to see through but thick enough to make every dragon shadow look larger than it was. Beyond the field, the academy towers rose against the morning sky, blue roofs brightening one by one as the sun climbed.

I arrived before the bell.

Garen was already there.

He stood in the center of the field with a wooden practice sword resting on one shoulder and a cup of steaming tea in his other hand. He looked more awake than any man had a right to look before breakfast.

“You’re early,” he said.

“So are you.”

“I’m old. Sleep gets bored of me.”

He tossed me the practice sword.

I caught it by the grip.

It was heavier than the academy’s usual training blades, the balance slightly forward. Not enough to be clumsy. Enough to punish careless swings.

Garen watched my wrist as I turned it once.

“You know how to use that?”

“I know which end not to hold.”

“Good. That puts you above half the nobility.”

A stable bell rang somewhere behind the training halls. The sound carried across the wet air.

I glanced toward the dragon yard.

No black-horned dragon. No healing stable. No headmaster. Just the field, the mist, and the old instructor looking at me like he was deciding whether to throw me into a storm or become one himself.

Garen took a sip of tea. “Today is simple. You move when I tell you. You stop when I tell you. You do not break academy property unless it tries to eat someone.”

“That happened once.”

“And you’ve had an eventful enrollment.”

I shifted the sword in my hand. “What am I being tested for?”

“That depends on who you ask.” His eyes narrowed slightly. “The headmaster wants to know whether you’re a danger. The council wants to know whether you can be used. The noble students want to know whether yesterday was a trick.”

“And you?”

“I want to know whether you can fight without a dragon trying to die in front of you.”

That landed closer than I liked.

The grass bent under a rush of wind.

Silver wings descended from the eastern sky.

Silpha landed at the far end of the field, light enough that the dew barely scattered. Liana sat in the saddle, one hand on the reins, the other resting on a long practice spear capped with silverwood instead of steel.

She wore training armor instead of the ceremonial uniform from yesterday. Fitted leather over chain. No unnecessary decoration. Her pale hair was tied back with the same blue ribbon, but the wind had pulled loose a few strands around her face.

She looked at Garen first.

“Instructor Ashford.”

“Lady Fortis.”

Then her eyes moved to me.

No crowd noise. No laughter yet. Just the thin hiss of Silpha’s breath and
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