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Chapter 1: The Courier's Flight
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### The Chase Through the Ash Wastes  

Elara’s breath came in ragged bursts as she sprinted across the cracked expanse of the Ash Wastes, her boots kicking up clouds of fine, gray dust that clung to her skin like a second layer. The terrain was treacherous—uneven ground littered with the remains of petrified trees and the bones of long-dead creatures, their bleached remnants jutting from the earth like the ruins of a forgotten war. Heat radiated from the ground beneath her, a deceptive warmth that masked the danger of thin crusts ready to collapse underfoot. She knew the risks well; she had spent her life navigating this desolation.  

Behind her, the bandits' shouts echoed through the barren landscape, their voices sharp with frustration. They had thought her an easy mark—a lone courier burdened with a pack of supplies and a handful of coin—but they had underestimated her. Years of surviving in the Wastes had sharpened her instincts, made her quick on her feet, and taught her how to read the land like a map. She darted left, weaving between jagged rock formations that cast long shadows under the relentless sun. The bandits, clad in mismatched armor and brandishing rusted blades, struggled to keep pace. Their mounts, sturdy but slow, labored against the shifting sands, giving her the advantage.  

A sharp pain lanced through her ribs as she dodged a thrown dagger, the blade slicing through the fabric of her tunic, grazing her flesh. She couldn’t afford to slow down despite the sting. If they caught her, they wouldn’t just take her cargo—they would take her life. She had seen what happened to couriers who fell into the wrong hands. The Wastes were unforgiving, and mercy was a rare currency in this world.  

Her scars throbbed, a deep, pulsing ache beneath her skin, as if warning her of something beyond the immediate danger. She had borne them since childhood, strange markings that twisted across her arms and shoulders, invisible to most but never to her. They burned when danger loomed, when something shifted in the air, when the earth itself seemed to tremble with unseen forces. But now, as she ducked behind a rock and chanced a glance skyward, the sensation was different. A shadow passed overhead, vast and silent, its wings blotting out the sun for a fleeting moment before vanishing beyond the horizon. Her pulse quickened. Dragons did not roam freely here. They were bound to the Spire, tethered by ancient magic and the will of men. And yet, something had been watching her.  

The bandits were closing in, their curses cutting through the air. Elara cursed under her breath and forced herself forward, her muscles burning from exertion. She had one chance—if she could reach the ravine ahead, she could lose them in the rocky maze beyond. The Wastes were a graveyard of lost travelers, but they were also her home, and in its bones, she found sanctuary.  

### A Life of Silence and Shadows  

The Ash Wastes were no place for the faint-hearted. Elara had learned this early—before she could even remember a time when she hadn’t had to watch over her shoulder, before she had understood that trust was a luxury she couldn’t afford. She had grown up in the dust-choked outskirts of the Dustwalker settlements, where the land was too barren for true farming, too dangerous for trade, but perfect for those who wished to remain unseen. Her adoptive father, a former blacksmith turned smuggler, had taught her how to vanish into the landscape, how to listen to the wind for signs of pursuit, and how to fight when hiding was no longer an option.  

She had never known a life of comfort, only one of necessity. As a courier, she carried messages and contraband alike, navigating treacherous terrain where most would rather not tread. The Wastes were filled with dangers—bandits, rogue elementalists, and the occasional dragon that had broken free of its bindings. But the greatest threat came from the men who ruled from Ignis Spire, who saw couriers like her as expendable. The Binding ensured that only those with dragon-touched blood could wield true power, and the Spire’s enforcers had little patience for those who operated outside their control.  

Elara had always kept her distance from them, avoiding the academy’s watchful gaze, steering clear of the shrines where dragonrider scouts made their rounds. She was fast, clever, and above all, invisible. It was her greatest survival tactic. But now, as she ran, her scars pulsed with an urgency she had never felt before. They were not just warning her of danger—they were responding to it. As if something ancient and buried beneath her skin was stirring, waking.  

She had no time to dwell on it. The bandits were almost upon her, their footsteps crunching against the brittle earth. She veered sharply, cutting across a sun-bleached ridge that overlooked a deep, winding ravine. The drop was steep, but she had made it before—she could do it again. Without hesitation, she leapt, her pack slung tight against her back, her body twisting midair to land on a narrow ledge below. Pain shot through her knees as she hit the ground hard, but she forced herself to move, scrambling down the rocky slope before her pursuers could follow.  

The ravine was a labyrinth of jagged stones and deep crevices, a place where the sun barely reached and the wind howled like a mourning spirit. She knew these paths better than anyone, had used them to outmaneuver those who sought to catch her. As she darted through the shadows, her heart still hammering in her chest, she reached for the small vial at her belt—the last of her dragonfire oil, a rare and volatile substance that couriers used to signal each other in emergencies. She hesitated. Using it would mean exposing her location, and she had no way of knowing whether the signal would reach friend or foe.  

Instead, she tightened her grip on the straps of her pack and pressed forward. She would survive this, just as she had survived everything else. But as she ran, the memory of the shadow overhead lingered, and a whisper of unease curled in her stomach. The Wastes were changing. And so was she.

### Descent into the Ravine  

Elara’s boots skidded against the loose shale as she plunged into the ravine, her breath coming in sharp bursts as she fought for balance. The jagged rocks clawed at her sides, the scent of scorched earth thick in the air. She had crossed this path before, had memorized the way the sun-bleached bones lay scattered like forgotten relics, but familiarity did nothing to lessen the danger. Behind her, the bandits shouted in frustration, their voices ringing through the narrow stone walls. They would not give up so easily.  

She ducked beneath a low-hanging outcrop, pressing herself against the cool rock as she listened. The shifting sands above betrayed their movements, the sound of splintering stone as one of them attempted the descent. Elara’s fingers twitched toward the vial at her belt again, but she forced herself to wait. If they managed to follow her, she would need every advantage.  

A sudden gust of wind howled through the ravine, sending a flurry of ash swirling around her. She barely had time to react before the ground beneath her gave way, the brittle stone crumbling under her weight. She tumbled forward, arms flailing as she crashed down a steep incline, the world spinning in a blur of dust and pain. Her shoulder struck a jagged edge, and she gritted her teeth against the sharp sting. She rolled onto her back, dazed, her vision swimming as she struggled to orient herself.  

The bandits’ jeers echoed from above. They had seen her fall. She cursed under her breath and forced herself upright, ignoring the ache in her limbs. The ravine stretched in all directions, an endless maze of shadow and stone, but something in the air shifted. A faint hum, like a whisper carried on the wind, curled around her senses. The pulse of her scars deepened, no longer just a warning but a pull, a call she didn’t understand.  

For a moment, she let instinct guide her. She moved away from the bandits’ line of sight, deeper into the ravine, where the light barely reached and the ground was uneven beneath her. Then, in the heart of a narrow crevice, she saw it—a glint of something nestled between two jagged rocks. It was an egg. Not the kind laid by desert birds or scavenger lizards, but something far stranger.  

Its surface was smooth, dark as obsidian, yet there was a warmth to it that defied the cold stone around it. The hum she had felt earlier pulsed stronger now, resonating with the ache in her scars. She hesitated. This was no ordinary find. The Wastes were barren for a reason—nothing should have survived here, and certainly not something like this.  

She glanced back toward the ravine’s mouth. The bandits were still shouting, still searching. The egg’s presence was a mystery, but so was the sudden shift in her body, the way her breath steadied as she reached for it, as if her fingers already knew what to expect. She had no time for questions. With a swift motion, she grabbed the egg and shoved it into the depths of her pack before pressing forward once more, vanishing into the shadows.

### The Weight of the Egg  

Elara’s fingers lingered on the egg’s surface for a fraction of a second longer than they should have, its warmth seeping into her calloused skin like a promise of something unknown. The sensation was unlike anything she had ever felt—deep, steady, and strangely alive. It pulsed in time with her heartbeat, as if it, too, was aware of her presence. The rational part of her mind screamed that this was a mistake, that she should leave it behind and keep running, but the pull in her scars was undeniable.  

She forced herself to move. The bandits were regrouping above, their voices growing sharper as they searched for a safer descent. She had spent too long hesitating. With a grunt, she shifted the egg into the deepest compartment of her pack, wedging it between rolled-up maps and a bundle of dried rations. The movement sent a fresh jolt of pain through her ribs, a reminder of the dagger that had nearly caught her earlier. She ignored it. Pain was familiar. This—this strange, warm thing she had just taken—was not.  

As she melted into the shadows of the ravine, she felt a shift in the air. The egg’s presence was subtle, like the quiet hum of embers beneath ash, but the deeper she went, the more it seemed to settle into her very bones. Her breath steadied, her pulse slowed, and the usual paranoia that kept her on edge dulled into something almost like calm. That alone should have terrified her. She had lived by her instincts, trusted nothing until it had proven itself dangerous. And yet, something in her wanted to believe this egg was not a threat—but a key.  

Above, the bandits’ shouts echoed, fading as she distanced herself from them. She pressed forward, weaving through the labyrinth of stone until the ravine opened into a narrow canyon, where the wind hissed like a warning through the cracks in the rock. She had survived worse than a few desperate men. But as she reached down and felt the egg’s warmth against her palm, as her scars continued to tingle with something she could not name, she realized this was no longer just about escaping bandits.  

She had found something she was never meant to see. And now, she could not let it go.  

Sliding a hand along the edge of her armor, she caught something unexpected—a scale, small and iridescent, clinging to the metal like it had been waiting for her touch. It shimmered with an unnatural glow, casting a faint light against the dust-covered surface. Elara’s breath hitched. She had never seen a scale like this before, not on the bones littering the Wastes, not on any dragon she had glimpsed from afar. It bore the same warmth as the egg, the same strange hum that resonated in her blood.  

The canyon walls closed around her, the shadows deepening as the sun dipped lower in the sky. She should have moved on, should have shaken off the lingering unease, but her fingers curled tighter around the scale. The egg pulsed in response to her touch, as if it recognized her.  

She had spent her life evading Binding’s reach, keeping her head low, staying unseen. But for the first time, she wondered if she had just stepped into something far greater than herself.  

With a final glance at the scale in her palm, she tucked it away, burying it deep within her pack alongside the egg. The Wastes had always held secrets, but today, they had given her something she could not explain. And despite every warning in her mind, she had no intention of letting it slip away.

### The Whisper of the Past  

Elara’s steps slowed as she pressed deeper into the canyon, the echoes of the bandits’ shouts fading behind her. The Wastes had always been a place of ghosts, of voices left behind in the wind, but tonight, those whispers seemed louder, more insistent. She shook her head, forcing herself to focus. She had survived by ignoring distractions, by trusting only the immediate dangers before her. Yet, as she moved through the narrow passage, the weight of the egg in her pack felt heavier than it should.  

She turned a corner, stepping into a small hollow sheltered from the wind. The rock walls curved inward, forming a natural alcove where the sand had collected in a thick layer. Kneeling, she loosened the straps of her pack and pulled out a waterskin, taking a long, desperate drink. The warmth of the egg pressed against her hip, its pulse a steady rhythm beneath her fingertips. She should not have taken it. And yet, something in her whispered that she had always known she would.  

A sudden gust of wind sent a shiver down her spine, and she glanced over her shoulder. The shadows stretched unnaturally, twisting along the canyon walls in shapes that seemed almost deliberate. She had felt this before—back in the ravine, when the egg had called to her. It wasn’t just the egg. It was something older, something buried deep in her blood.  

Her fingers brushed against the scale she had tucked away, and a flicker of warmth bloomed at her wrist. The memory came unbidden, a flash of fire and screams. She was a child, no more than six, hiding beneath a collapsed market stall as the village around her burned. The scent of scorched stone and blood filled her nostrils, the acrid stench of dragonfire thick in the air. She had been too young to understand, too frightened to do anything but watch as the riders came, their armor gleaming with the same iridescent sheen as the scale in her hand.  

Her adoptive father had found her afterward, pulling her from the wreckage. He had never spoken of what happened, never told her why the riders had come, only that they were not to be trusted. She had obeyed. She had spent her life staying in the margins, avoiding anything that might draw their attention. And now, she had taken something that belonged to the world they ruled.  

The canyon felt too quiet. She exhaled, steadying herself. No time for memories. She had to keep moving. With a final glance at the scale, she tucked it away once more and slung her pack over her shoulder. Whatever the egg was, whatever it meant, she would find out later. For now, she had to disappear before the bandits regrouped.  

She rose, stepping into the dim light of the setting sun. The Wastes stretched ahead, endless and shifting, but for the first time in years, she felt as though she was no longer running toward nothing—only away from what she was beginning to understand.  

And that, perhaps, was the most dangerous thing of all.
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Chapter 2: The Binding That Wasn’t
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The Dustwalker village of Zareth’s Hollow clung to the edge of a jagged cliff, its mud-brick houses hunched like wary animals against the relentless wind. Elara drew her cloak tighter as she led her dust-colored mare through the settlement’s narrow streets, the creature’s hooves crunching over gravel and ash. The air smelled of sulfur and roasted lizard meat, and the low hum of a shrine’s eternal flame—pale blue, unnatural—thrummed in her skull as though the fire itself remembered every prayer whispered into its depths. She’d never liked shrines, but this one made her teeth ache.  

Her scar throbbed.  

It started as a dull pulse beneath her left sleeve, the one she always kept fastened despite the heat. By the time she reached the village square, the pain had sharpened into a thousand needles pricking her skin. She froze, one hand gripping the mare’s reins so hard the beast snorted, and stared at the shrine ahead. A monolith of black stone, its walls were carved with spiraling runes that looked alive when the light hit them just right. Smoke coiled from its open mouth-like doorway, curling into the shape of a wyrm’s breath before dissipating.  

“Courier,” a voice barked. A man with a salt-and-pepper braid and a scarred face emerged from the crowd, holding a ledger. “You’re late. Supplies?”  

Elara forced herself to focus on his words. “Bandits near the Red Divide. They’re getting bolder.” She unstrapped the first crate from her mare’s pack, wincing as her sleeve brushed her scar. It felt hot now, feverish, though no one else could see it.  

The man grunted. “Ain’t the first time bandits’ve sniffed around Zareth. Only reason we’re still standing is the shrine.” He jerked his chin toward the black monolith. “Go on—bless the cargo. Custom here.”  

Elara’s stomach dropped. *Bless the cargo.* That meant stepping into the shrine.  

She’d done it before. Every Dustwalker settlement had one, and every courier knew the routine: light a candle, whisper a prayer to the Old Scales, and leave. But this one... this one felt different. The scar’s agony spiked as though her skin were trying to peel itself away.  

“No,” she said, too sharply. The man’s eyebrows lifted.  

“Tradition,” he insisted. “Or we don’t take the goods.”  

*Tradition.* The word hung between them like a dare. Elara glanced at the villagers gathering around—women in patched robes, children clutching clay talismans, old men with eyes like cracked opals. They were watching. Waiting.  

She could argue. She could turn her mare around and ride back to the wastes, leaving them without medicine or grain. But the journey had cost her three days, and her coin purse was nearly empty. Worse, the mare’s left hoof was chipped from climbing the Divide. She needed the stallion’s blacksmith here.  

“Fine,” she hissed, unclipping the crate. “But I’m not going inside. I’ll bless it from the steps.”  

The man hesitated, then nodded. “Suit yourself.”  

The shrine’s steps were slick with soot, its metal railing warped by centuries of heat. Elara climbed slowly, her scar screaming now. By the third step, her vision blurred at the edges, and she stumbled, catching herself on the rail. The villagers murmured.  

*Don’t look back,* she told herself. *Don’t let them see.*  

She knelt at the threshold, her hands trembling as she fumbled for the ceremonial dagger in her belt. The blade was ceremonial, but sharp—a jagged piece of obsidian forged in dragonfire. She pricked her thumb and smeared the blood across the crate’s lid, muttering the words every courier knew:  

> “By scale and flame, by ash and name,  

>  Let this gift serve the dragon’s claim.”  

The blood hissed, steaming against the crate’s wood, but the shrine didn’t react. No flicker of blue flame, no low rumble of approval. Just silence.  

Then the ground shook.  

It was subtle—a ripple, like a breath held too long—but the villagers gasped. A goat knocked over a water jug. Elara spun, her heart jackhammering. The shrine’s runes blazed brighter, and for a heartbeat, the smoke from its doorway coiled into a shape too symmetrical to be natural: a dragon’s claw.  

“No one else felt that?” she called, her voice cracking.  

The braid-scarred man stepped forward, his ledger forgotten. “You’ve got the wyrmblood, don’t you?”  

“No,” she lied, too fast.  

He narrowed his eyes. “Let me see the scar.”  

“*No.*” She backpedaled down the steps, nearly tripping over her own boots. The villagers closed in, their faces tight with suspicion. “I’m leaving. The crate’s blessed—take it or not.”  

“Wyrmblood’s no curse,” the man said, softer now. “It’s a gift. If the shrine’s reacting—”  

“There’s no gift,” Elara snapped. “Just ask the villages that burned.”  

The words slipped out before she could stop them. The man’s face paled.  

—-
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**Flashback: The Ash That Was Never Snow**  

She was twelve again, the sky raining fire instead of rain.  

The screams had started at dawn, when the shadows of dragonrider wings blotched the sun. Elara still remembered the feel of her adoptive father’s calloused hand gripping hers, dragging her through smoke and crumbling walls.  

“Stay quiet,” he’d whispered, his voice raw. “Don’t let them see.”  

But they’d seen. They’d *hunted*.  

The riders wore armor scaled like their mounts, their faces hidden behind masks of polished obsidian. The dragons weren’t the great beasts of ballads—the ones who shaped mountains or breathed storms—but smaller, grudging things: Smokefangs and Ashweavers, bred for war. Their eyes glowed the same blue as the shrine’s flame.  

Elara’s father had shoved her into a cellar, then stood to face them. She’d watched through a crack in the boards as he spoke, calm and unflinching, while the riders circled him. Their leader, a woman with a cloak stitched with silver wyrm-heads, had touched his scar.  

“It’s dormant,” he’d said. “No threat.”  

“No Binding,” the woman corrected. “No control. That makes it a threat.”  

She’d nodded to the riders. Her father had screamed as they lit him on fire.  

Elara didn’t cry. She didn’t breathe. She just stared until the flames died and her mother’s voice shattered the silence: “They’ll come for her next. She’s the last.”  

Then the cellar collapsed.  

—-
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**Present: The Weight of the Unwritten**  

“Burn the crate,” the braid-scarred man said suddenly.  

Elara blinked. “What?”  

“If you’ve got the blood, the fire’ll reject it. We’ll know.”  

The villagers edged closer. Some held torches. Others raised fists.  

“They’ll think you cursed the shrine,” said a woman with a cracked lip. “My son’s been sick for days. The flame’s dimmer than it’s been in years.”  

“Coincidence,” Elara said, but her voice wavered. The scar was a brand now, its pain so intense she thought her skin might split.  

She turned to her mare, fumbling for the saddlebags. “I’ll trade the supplies for a favor. Your blacksmith’s forge—fix my mare’s hoof.”  

“You don’t get to bargain,” the man growled. “The Binding’s sacred. You either belong to it or—”  

“Or what?” she snapped. “You’ll chain me to the shrine? Try it, and you’ll regret it.”  

The words came from nowhere. From *someone else*.  

The ground shuddered again, harder this time. Jugs toppled. A child screamed. Elara staggered, her vision swimming as the shrine’s runes flared crimson. She felt something unfurl inside her—a pressure behind her ribs, like a second heartbeat.  

When she looked down, her scar was bleeding.  

The villagers recoiled. The braid-scarred man dropped his ledger.  

“You’re waking,” he whispered.  

“No,” she growled, but the word sounded hollow.  

A rider’s horn split the air.  

—-
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**The Arrival of the Shadows**  

They came on dragonback, three riders in armor that drank the light. The beasts were Smokefangs, their scales the color of tarnished iron, their eyes cold and calculating. The lead rider’s mask bore a single crack down its center, like the face of the woman who’d killed Elara’s father.  

“Wyrmblood,” he said, dismounting. His voice was smoke and steel. “Step forward.”  

Elara’s hand went to her dagger, but the mare shifted restlessly, sensing her tension. She forced herself to stay still. “I’m a courier. Not your problem.”  

“The shrine’s tremors are *everyone’s* problem.” He removed his mask, revealing a face that could’ve been carved from granite. “False Awakening. That’s the charge.”  

“What’s that?”  

“You’ve felt the bond,” he said, gesturing to her bleeding scar. “But no Binding. The dragons sense it. They’ll come.”  

A woman in the crowd crossed herself. “She cursed us.”  

Elara’s mind raced. False Awakening. Binding. Dragons sensing—  

The mare reared, its hooves thrashing. A rider’s Smokefang snarled, smoke coiling from its nostrils.  

“Calm your beast,” the lead rider ordered.  

“*You* calm yours,” Elara shot back.  

The man’s eyes narrowed. He stepped forward, reaching for her arm.  

The scar screamed.  

A crack split the earth between them. The mare bolted, crashing into the crowd. Villagers screamed as debris rained down.  

Elara didn’t remember moving. One moment, she was standing; the next, she was on the ground, her hands pressed to the soil, her breath ragged. The riders were shouting. The mare was gone.  

The man with the ledger knelt beside her. “You’ve got to go,” he whispered.  

She looked up. His face was wet.  

“Why?”  

“Because they’ll say you *chose* this. That you’re a danger to us all.”  

The lead rider loomed. “You’re coming with us, courier.”  

Elara stood, slow and deliberate. She wiped her scar with her sleeve, smearing blood like ink.  

“Try,” she said.  

The Smokefang hissed, its tail lashing. The rider raised his hand—  

A whip of fire slashed the air.  

Elara hadn’t drawn her dagger. She hadn’t spoken a word. But the flame came from *her*, twisting like a serpent as it coiled around her arm, its heat soothing the scar’s pain.  

The riders flinched.  

The villagers fell silent.  

The lead rider’s lips curled. “So the False Awakening *is* real.”  

“I’m not false,” Elara said. The fire hissed. “I’m not *anything*.”  

He laughed—a dry, cracked sound. “All the same. You’ll answer to Ignis Spire.”  

They bound her wrists with chains that hummed with latent dragonfire, and the mare was forgotten. As the riders led her away, the shrine’s flame guttered out, plunging the village into sudden darkness.  

—-
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**Accusations of the Unbound**  

The chains bit into her skin, but Elara kept her head high as the Smokefangs lifted into the sky. The Ash Wastes spread below like a wound, and the lead rider’s voice followed her into the clouds:  

“You’ve got the blood, but no rider’s oath. That’s not survival—it’s rebellion.”  

Rebellion. The word clung to her as the wind howled.  

She hadn’t meant to wake. She hadn’t meant to *harm*.  

But the fire on her arm still pulsed, eager and alive.  

—-  
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Chapter 3: Chains of Ignis Spire
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The dragonfire chains glowed a sickly violet, their heat seeping into the ironwood carriage like a fever. Elara sat bolt upright, her wrists bound by the flickering cuffs that hissed whenever she shifted. The air inside the enclosed vehicle smelled of scorched metal and ash, a scent that clawed at her throat and made her cough. She glared at the guards seated across from her, their crimson armor polished to a mirror sheen, their faces unreadable beneath ornate helms shaped like dragon skulls. They hadn’t spoken since loading her into the carriage hours ago, but their silence was louder than any taunt.  

“Going to keep the mute act up the whole trip?” she snapped, her voice rasping from the smoke that clung to her lungs. “I mean, it’s not like I’ve got anything else to do but listen to the creak of your overpriced boots.”  

One of the guards finally moved, the motion so abrupt that Elara flinched. He tilted his head slightly, the helm’s serrated edges catching the dim light of the carriage’s enchanted lanterns. “You’ll address the Spire with respect, courier,” he said, his tone as flat as the horizon stretching beyond the carriage’s narrow windows. “Kaelen does not tolerate insolence, even from the Unbound.”  

“Unbound?” she echoed, raising an eyebrow. “Is that what they’re calling it now? I thought the official term was ‘False Awakening.’” She tugged at the chains, their glow intensifying as if in warning. “Let me guess—this is the part where you tell me how lucky I am to be hauled off to some dragon prison instead of being fed to your firepits?”  

The guard didn’t rise to the bait. He simply crossed his arms, the gauntlets etched with sigils that pulsed faintly. “Ignis Spire is no prison. It is the heart of the Binding.”  

Elara froze. The phrase hung in the air, heavy with unspoken meaning. She opened her mouth to press him further but caught herself. The word “Binding” had always been taboo in the Dustwalker settlements, whispered only in the shadows of their crumbling shrines. Now, it was being tossed around like coin in a trader’s pouch.  

The other guard shifted, his hand resting on the hilt of a blade forged from blackened steel. “The Binding is the pact that keeps the Wastes from swallowing us whole,” he said, his voice lower, almost conversational. “It is the tether between rider and wyrm, the foundation of our survival. You’ll learn its value soon enough.”  

“Survival?” she muttered, staring out the window. The Ash Wastes had given way to a landscape of cultivated fields, their soil unnaturally dark and rich. Towering walls of basalt loomed in the distance, dotted with watchfires that burned with the same violet hue as her chains. “From what I’ve seen, the Binding sounds like a nice way to say ‘shackles.’”  

The guards exchanged glances, but said nothing. Elara leaned back against the carriage’s cold, ironwood slats, her mind churning. The tremor she’d caused at the Dustwalker settlement still haunted her—how the earth had cracked beneath her feet, how the villagers’ faces had twisted in fear. She’d thought herself safe in her ignorance, but now she was being dragged into a world that seemed to know her name before she did.  

Her scars throbbed again, the same phantom pain that had warned her of danger in the Wastes. She clenched her jaw, willing it away, but the sensation only sharpened. It was as though the chains weren’t just binding her hands—they were probing her very bones, searching for something. She shuddered and looked down at her wrists, where the glowing cuffs had left faint, smoldering marks on her skin.  

“You’ll be silent now,” the lead guard said abruptly, his hand tightening on his sword. “The Master of the Spire does not abide distractions.”  

“Master?” Elara’s voice dripped with sarcasm. “I didn’t realize you lot had a king. Or is that a dragon posing as one?”  

The second guard’s eyes narrowed behind his helm. “Kaelen is no king. He is the Binding’s sword. The first of the Bloodborn. The Spire’s shadow and its flame.”  

Elara snorted. “Sounds like a title he spends a lot of time polishing.”  

The guard didn’t respond, but the first one leaned forward, his dragon-skull helm casting a jagged shadow across his face. “You’ll learn to measure your words,” he said. “The Binding has no room for jesters.”  

Elara opened her mouth to retort but stopped as the carriage lurched to a halt. The sudden stillness was jarring, the only sound the crackle of the dragonfire chains against the ironwood. She glanced out the window again. The basalt walls were closer now, their surfaces etched with runes that shimmered faintly in the twilight. Beyond the gates, the spires of Ignis Spire rose like skeletal fingers against the purpling sky, their jagged forms reminiscent of the dragon bones she’d seen bleaching in the Wastes.  

“Finally,” she muttered, attempting to rise. The chains yanked her back down, their hiss turning into a low growl that vibrated through her bones.  

“Stay seated,” the lead guard ordered.  

Elara obeyed, though her jaw tightened. Moments later, the carriage door swung open, letting in a gust of wind that carried the scent of sulfur and something older, something acrid yet familiar. The lead guard stepped out, followed by his companion, who gestured for her to rise.  

As she climbed down, her boots hit the ground with a dull thud. The air outside was thick, oppressive, as though the very atmosphere bore the weight of the Binding. The guards flanked her, their movements precise and synchronized. She glanced back once, half-expecting to see the egg she’d hidden in her pack writhing, but the bulge in her satchel remained still.  

The gates of Ignis Spire loomed above them, their ironwork twisted into the shapes of coiled wyverns. The guards led her through, their boots echoing against the obsidian cobblestones. Elara took in her surroundings with a mixture of curiosity and dread. The academy was a sprawling labyrinth of towers and courtyards, their architecture cruel and angular, as if designed to mimic the bones of some ancient, fallen beast.  

A cluster of students passed them, their robes marked with the sigil of the Bloodborn—a dragon encircling a flame. They stared at her openly, their expressions ranging from disdain to morbid interest. One of them whispered to another, and she caught the word “False.”  

“Subtle,” she muttered under her breath.  

“Silence,” the lead guard hissed.  

They marched her through the courtyards, past open-air training grounds where riders sparred with wyrms in midair, their silhouettes sharp against the fading light. Dragonfire illuminated the grounds in bursts, casting flickering shadows that danced like phantoms. Elara’s scar flared again, the pain searing and sudden. She stumbled, her breath catching.  

“Move,” the guard barked, gripping her elbow.  

She wrenched free, her voice sharp. “Tell your flaming cuffs to stop trying to eat me, and maybe I’ll oblige.”  

The guard released her but didn’t apologize. Instead, he gestured to a smaller building nestled among the towers, its windows barred with iron and its exterior blackened by centuries of dragonfire. “The Master of the Spire will see you momentarily. You will wait here.”  

Elara’s stomach twisted as they shoved her inside. The room was sparse, lit by a single lantern that hung from the ceiling like a forlorn star. She glanced around, her eyes catching on the mural painted across the far wall. It depicted dragons and riders locked in an eternal dance, their silhouettes indistinguishable from one another. Beneath the mural were carved words she didn’t recognize, their shapes jagged and angular like the academy itself.  

The guards left her alone, but their presence lingered in the air, thick and suffocating. Elara paced the room, her boots scuffing against the polished stone floor. The chains around her wrists still glowed faintly, their heat a constant reminder of her captivity. She thought of the tremor she’d caused back in the Dustwalker settlement, of how the earth had cracked and groaned beneath her feet. It was a power she’d never asked for, a legacy she’d never wanted.  

Her thoughts were interrupted by the sound of footsteps echoing down the corridor. They were deliberate, unhurried, but they carried an undercurrent of menace that made her freeze. The door creaked open, and the guard from earlier stepped inside, his expression unreadable.  

“Master Kaelen will see you now,” he said.  

Elara’s pulse quickened. She hadn’t met the man yet, but his name was a staple of nightmares in the Wastes. Stories of his cruelty were whispered around fires, tales of how he’d broken riders who dared defy the Binding. And yet, she couldn’t shake the strange familiarity that curled in her gut, as though his shadow had brushed her life long before she’d ever heard his name.  

The guard gestured for her to follow, and she stepped into the corridor. The walls were lined with torches that flared to life as they passed, their flames licking greedily at the air. The architecture grew stranger as they moved deeper into the Spire, the angles sharper, the shadows denser, as if the building itself were alive and watching.  

They reached a set of double doors taller than any Elara had ever seen, their surface etched with runes that glimmered faintly. The guard knocked once, and the doors swung open on their own, revealing a chamber bathed in the light of dragonfire sconces.  

Elara stepped inside, her shoulders squared. The room stretched endlessly, its vaulted ceiling disappearing into darkness. At the far end stood a throne of obsidian and bone, its cruel lines a reflection of the man seated upon it. Master Kaelen.  

He was younger than she’d expected, his face sharp and angular, his eyes the color of smoldering coals. His armor was blackened steel, adorned with scales that shimmered faintly, as though harvested fresh from a wyrm’s hide. He didn’t rise to greet her, didn’t speak at all, just watched her with an intensity that turned her breath shallow.  

“False Awakening,” Kaelen said finally, his voice like the rasp of a blade against stone. “So they say.”  

Elara crossed her arms, ignoring the chains that hissed in response. “Funny, I didn’t realize this was a court of public opinion.”  

His lips quirked into something that wasn’t a smile but held the faintest trace of amusement. “You’ll find Ignis Spire has little use for wit, courier. Only obedience.”  

She held his gaze. “Wit’s the only thing I’ve got left. You’ll have to pry it out with your claws.”  

Kaelen leaned forward, the rune-etched armor catching the light. “We’ll see.”  

The guard stepped forward, his hand on her shoulder. “The Binding is the lifeblood of our world,” he said, his voice reverent. “The Master of the Spire ensures its sanctity.”  

“Sanctity?” Elara’s voice dripped with disbelief. “Is that what you call shackling people to monsters?”  

Kaelen’s gaze darkened. “The Binding is not a shackle. It is a covenant. Dragons and riders, fused in purpose, in power. Without it, the Wastes would consume us all.”  

Elara’s scar flared again, the pain unbearable for a moment. She staggered but caught herself, her knees locking. “Funny, I’ve survived the Wastes just fine without it. And I’ve never seen a dragon touch the ground out there.”  

Kaelen’s eyes narrowed. “You mistake survival for freedom. The Binding is what keeps the Wastes from spreading. It is what keeps your kind alive.”  

“My kind?” she echoed, her voice rising. “I’m a courier, not a dragon’s chew toy. And if your Binding’s so vital, why drag me here? What’s the plan—stick me in a cell and wait for a wyrm to pop out of my ears?”  

The guards stiffened, but Kaelen merely studied her, his expression unreadable. “You are here because your blood is old,” he said. “Older than the Wastes, older even than the Spire. The Binding has no hold on you yet, but it will. You’ll serve it, like your mother before you.”  

Elara’s breath caught. “What did you just say?”  

Kaelen stood abruptly, his movements fluid yet predatory. “You heard me. The Binding chose your mother, and now it has chosen you. You’ll submit, courier, or you’ll perish.”  

The chains around her wrists flared brighter, their heat searing her skin. She gritted her teeth, refusing to cry out as the pain mounted. “Funny,” she hissed. “Last I checked, Binding wasn’t a family heirloom.”  

Kaelen stepped closer, his sigil-marked armor glinting in the firelight. “It is for the Celestial Line,” he said. “Your mother bore the mark of the Binding, and so do you. The Spire will extract its price.”  

Elara’s mind reeled, the words “Celestial Line” echoing in her skull like a hammer strike. She’d heard the phrase once, long ago, in a half-remembered lullaby her adoptive father used to sing. But back then, it had been nothing more than a story, a tale to soothe her restless nights. Now, it felt like a noose tightening around her neck.  

“Extract its price?” she asked, deliberately baiting him. “Is that what you call it when you turn people into dragon bait?”  

Kaelen’s hand shot out, gripping her chin with a force that made her flinch. “You’ll learn respect,” he said, his voice low and dangerous. “And you’ll learn it here, under the Spire’s shadow.”  

He released her, stepping back to his throne. “Take her to the lower chambers,” he ordered. “Let her see the Binding’s cost before she questions its worth.”  

The guards seized her arms, dragging her backward. She struggled, her words spilling out in a rush. “What happened to my mother? Tell me!”  

Kaelen didn’t answer. He simply watched her go, his expression inscrutable.  

The doors slammed shut behind her, the sound reverberating through the chamber. As they marched through the endless corridors, Elara’s mind churned with questions. Who were her parents? Why had they fled the Spire? And what exactly did it mean to bear the mark of the Celestial Line?  

They reached a narrow staircase descending into darkness, the air growing colder with each step. The guards pushed her forward, their hands iron-like on her shoulders. At the bottom, they stopped before a vaulted archway, its surface etched with runes that pulsed like a heartbeat.  

“Behold the Binding,” one guard said, opening the door.  

The chamber was vast, its walls lined with cages of dragonfire. Inside each cage, fragments of wyrms writhed—heads, tails, claws—severed from their riders yet still alive, still aware. The room hummed with a low, discordant chanting, a language Elara didn’t understand but felt in her bones.  

A figure stepped forward, his robes marked with the sigil of the Ember-Caste—the crumbling stone flame. “The Binding is not just a pact,” he said, his voice trembling slightly. “It is a sacrifice. When a rider dies, the wyrm dies with them. If the wyrm dies first, the rider follows. The Spire ensures the balance.”  

Elara’s stomach churned. “And what happens to the ones who don’t fit your ‘balance’?”  

The Ember-Caste man didn’t answer. He gestured to a cage on the far side of the chamber, where a rider lay chained beside her wyrm, both of them broken and bleeding. “They pay the price,” he said simply.  

The guards dragged her out before she could press further, their pace brisk and unyielding. Back in the corridor, the lead guard turned to her, his voice clipped. “The Binding is sacred, courier. Do not mistake Kaelen’s tolerance for leniency.”  

“Tolerance?” she scoffed. “Did you miss the part where he called me a ‘price’ to pay?”  

The guard’s helm tilted slightly, as though he were studying her. “The Binding tolerates no half-measures,” he said. “For the Celestial Line, it is all or nothing.”  

Elara’s scar flared again, the pain sharp and sudden. She stumbled, her breath catching, but the guards didn’t stop. They kept moving, their pace relentless, until they reached the academy’s main courtyard.  

The architecture here was even more oppressive than before, the towers leaning inward like the fangs of some great, slumbering beast. Dragons circled overhead, their wingbeats sending gusts of wind that carried the scent of sulfur and decay. The courtyard was alive with activity, students drilling under the watchful eyes of instructors clad in crimson and black.  

Elara’s stomach twisted as she took it all in. The academy wasn’t just a place of learning—it was a machine, grinding out riders bound to wyrms, raising an army to fight a war she didn’t understand. And now, she was part of it.  

The guards halted before an ironwood door marked with the rune of restraint. “Your quarters,” the lead one said. “You’ll remain here until the Binding’s will is made clear.”  

He unlocked the door, and she stepped inside, her eyes immediately drawn to the window—a single pane of obsidian glass that offered a view of the academy’s skeletal towers. The room itself was barren, its walls lined with ironwood panels carved with the same jagged runes as the courtyard.  

As the door slammed shut behind her, Elara sank onto the narrow cot, her hands trembling. The Binding’s will. The Celestial Line. Kaelen’s chilling words. None of it made sense, and yet it all felt connected to the scar she’d borne since childhood, to the strange instincts that had guided her through the Wastes.  

She closed her eyes, the weight of the Spire pressing down on her. The chains were gone, but their heat lingered, a phantom ache that seemed to seep into her very marrow. She thought of the egg hidden in her satchel, of its warmth and its silence.  

“Just like your mother,” Kaelen had said.  

Elara’s heart pounded. Who was this woman? What secrets had been buried with her in the Wastes? And why did the Binding seem to know her name, even as she stood here, a prisoner in a place she’d never wanted to see?  

The room’s lantern flickered, casting elongated shadows that danced along the walls. For the first time since her capture, Elara felt the stirrings of something deeper than fear—resolve. If the Binding had chosen her, then she would find out why. And if Kaelen thought she’d submit to his will, he’d better be ready for a fight.  

—-
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**The Weight of Wyrmblood**  

The hours stretched into eternity, the silence of her quarters broken only by the distant clang of steel against steel and the occasional roar from the training grounds. Elara paced the small room, her boots scuffing against the obsidian floor. The air was thick, oppressive, as though the very stones conspired to crush her spirits. But it wasn’t just the atmosphere. It was the weight of her own blood, the way her scar pulsed like a second heartbeat beneath her skin.  

She paused by the window, peering out at the academy’s grounds. A group of students—Bloodborn, judging by their pristine robes—were moving through an aerial drill, their wyrms circling above in a synchronized dance. Elara couldn’t help but marvel at the precision of their movements, the way the dragons and riders seemed to breathe as one. It was beautiful, in its own terrifying way, and yet... something was off. The wyrms’ motions were stiff, their roars tinged with a note of desperation, as if they were straining against invisible chains.  

Her scar flared again, sharper this time, and she hissed in pain, clutching her arm. It felt as though something inside her were clawing its way out, scratching at the edges of her skin. She sank to the floor, her back pressed against the ironwood cot. The pain subsided, but the sensation lingered—a gnawing, insistent pull that seemed to echo the academy’s own rhythms.  

“Why me?” she whispered. The question was rhetorical, but as soon as the words left her mouth, she felt the faintest tug from the egg in her satchel. She glanced at the bulge in her pack, her fingers twitching toward it before she stopped herself.  

The academy was watching. She could feel it in the air, in the way the runes on the walls seemed to glow faintly when she moved. If she revealed the egg, it would only make things worse.  

Instead, she turned her attention to the ironwood panels lining the walls. The carvings were intricate, depicting scenes of dragons and riders locked in eternal combat. But as she studied them, she realized they weren’t just battles—they were rituals, ceremonies of fire and blood. One carving showed a rider standing atop a wyrm’s corpse, their hands smeared with blackened ichor. Another depicted a pair of figures bound together by chains forged from dragonfire.  

The Binding’s cost.  

Elara’s stomach churned as she traced the runes with her fingers. The obsidian floor beneath her was cold, but the carvings radiated heat, as though they were alive. She pulled away, her breath unsteady.  

The door creaked open, and a figure stepped inside. It was Borin.  

“Elara,” he said, his voice low and strained. He looked older than she remembered, his face lined with weariness. The grizzled trainer was clad in his usual leather armor, but now it bore the insignia of the academy—a dragon’s eye encircled by flame.  

“You knew,” she said, her voice sharp. “You knew what this place was, and you never told me.”  

Borin hesitated, his eyes flicking to the satchel at her side. “I told you what you needed to survive.”  

She crossed her arms, her scar flaring in protest. “Survive? Is that what this is? Being dragged into some dragon prison because of a bloodline I’ve never heard of?”  

He stepped closer, his voice dropping to a hushed tone. “The Binding thrives on secrets, Elara. If I’d told you everything, it might have cost you your life.”  

She narrowed her eyes. “And now? What’s changed?”  

“Kaelen has taken notice,” he said grimly. “You’re not safe here. But neither are you safe out there.”  

The words were meant to soothe, but they only deepened her unease. She gestured to the carvings on the walls. “This Binding of yours—it’s not just a partnership, is it? It’s a chain. A noose.”  

Borin’s jaw tightened. “It’s a balance. Without it, the Wastes would spread, and the dragons would tear the world apart.”  

Elara’s laugh was bitter. “Funny, the last dragon I saw was trying to save the world, not destroy it.”  

Borin’s expression darkened. “You saw Vorlag?”  

She froze. “How do you know that name?”  

He didn’t answer, his gaze fixed on her scar. “You’re not the only one who hears whispers, Elara. The Binding is unraveling, and you’re at its heart.”  

The words sent a chill through her, colder than the air in this damned room. “What does that mean?”  

“It means you’ll have to choose,” he said. “And not just for yourself—for the world.”  

Elara’s breath caught. “What kind of choice?”  

But Borin was already turning to leave. “The Binding has no room for hesitation, courier. You’ll learn that soon enough.”  

The door slammed shut behind him, leaving her alone with the carvings and the silence.  

—-
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**The Whisper of the Wastes**  

Late into the night, Elara lay awake on the cot, her thoughts chasing themselves in circles. The academy’s silence was deafening, punctuated only by the occasional crackle of dragonfire or the distant hum of chanting. She stared at the ironwood ceiling, her scar pulsing faintly, a rhythm she couldn’t quite ignore.  

As the hours dragged on, she felt a shift in the air—a pressure that made her skin crawl. The runes on the walls began to glow faintly, their jagged forms casting long, flickering shadows. She sat up, her breath catching as the satchel at her side began to tremble.  

The egg.  

She scrambled to her feet, her hands shaking as she reached for the satchel. The moment her fingers brushed the leather, the scar on her arm flared with such intensity that she gasped, doubling over.  

A voice whispered in her mind, soft and insistent. *Elara.*  

She froze. The whisper wasn’t Borin’s, wasn’t Kaelen’s. It was something else, something familiar yet alien.  

*Elara.*  

The satchel’s trembling grew more violent, and she could feel her pulse syncing with the egg’s movements. Her scar burned, but there was no pain—only a strange, electric ache that seemed to hum with purpose.  

“Who’s there?” she whispered, her voice breaking.  

The whisper grew louder, clearer. *Vorlag.*  

Elara’s breath hitched. The name wasn’t just a memory anymore—it was a presence, a weight that pressed against her thoughts. She opened the satchel, her hands trembling, and pulled the egg into her lap.  

The shell was warm, almost feverish, and as she cradled it, the runes on the walls flared brighter, their light casting jagged patterns across her skin. The air in the room grew thick, dense with the scent of sulfur and something older, something primal.  

*Elara.*  

The voice was a thread in her mind, pulling her deeper, closer. She felt the pulse of the egg in her hands, steady and sure, and with each beat, her scar seemed to respond to some unspoken call.  

The door burst open, and the lead guard stepped inside, his dragon-skull helm casting a shadow that stretched across the room. “What are you doing?”  

Elara shoved the egg back into the satchel, her hands clumsy. “Nothing,” she said, too quickly.  

The guard’s gaze lingered on her, his expression unreadable. “The Binding will claim you in time, courier. Do not fight it.”  

He turned to leave, but as the door closed behind him, the runes on the walls dimmed once more, leaving her in darkness.  

Elara sank back onto the cot, clutching the satchel against her chest. Vorlag’s voice was gone, but the warmth of the egg remained, a comfort she couldn’t explain.  

“Celestial Line,” she muttered to herself. The phrase felt heavier now, as though it carried the weight of centuries.  

The Binding was a prison, but it was also a power, one that seemed to seep into her blood, her bones, her very being. And if Kaelen was right—if the Binding had chosen her—then what did that make her? A prisoner, yes, but also a key.  

She closed her eyes, the egg’s warmth seeping into her palms. The Binding’s secrets were buried here, in this academy of bone and flame. And if she was going to survive, she’d have to unearth them.  

—-
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**The Echoes of the Past**  

The next morning brought no relief. Elara was awakened by the sound of footsteps echoing down the corridor. The door to her quarters creaked open, and a figure stepped inside—Kaelen.  

“You’re awake,” he observed, his voice like the rasp of a blade against stone.  

Elara sat up, her cot groaning beneath her weight. “Yeah, your academy’s not exactly known for its hospitality.”  

Kaelen didn’t respond. Instead, he gestured to the guards waiting in the doorway. “Come,” he said.  

Elara hesitated, her scar flaring as though in protest, but the guards pushed forward, their hands iron-like on her shoulders. She followed Kaelen through the labyrinthine corridors, her mind racing.  

They stopped before a chamber unlike any she’d seen yet. The walls were lined with obsidian mirrors, each one reflecting a different scene—dragons soaring, riders falling, blood staining the earth. At the center of the room stood a pedestal carved from blackened stone, its surface etched with the same jagged runes as the academy’s architecture.  

Kaelen gestured to the pedestal. “This is the Binding’s memory.”  

Elara frowned. “Memory?”  

He stepped closer, his presence oppressive, his voice low and deliberate. “The Binding is more than a pact. It is a lineage, a history. These mirrors hold the echoes of every bond forged here. They show what we were, what we are, and what we might become.”  

Her scar flared again, the pain sharp and sudden. “And what do they show for me?”  

Kaelen’s eyes narrowed. “That remains to be seen. But the Binding does not forget, courier. It remembers.”  

He stepped aside, gesturing to the nearest mirror. “Look.”  

Elara approached cautiously, her boots echoing on the polished floor. The mirror reflected not her face, but a scene from the past—a rider standing atop a wyrm’s corpse, their hands smeared with blackened ichor. The image shifted, revealing the same rider being dragged into the academy, their wrists bound by dragonfire chains.  

“The Binding’s cost,” she murmured.  

Kaelen’s voice was sharp. “The Binding’s necessity.”  

She turned to face him, her jaw tight. “You’re forcing people to die for this? What kind of necessity is that?”  

His gaze was unreadable. “The kind that keeps the Wastes at bay. The kind that ensures the survival of our world.”  

Elara’s stomach churned. “And what about the people who lose themselves? What about the ones who don’t want to be part of this?”  

Kaelen stepped closer, his presence overwhelming. “The Binding does not ask for consent, courier. It demands sacrifice.”  

She met his gaze, her voice steady despite the tremor in her chest. “My mother didn’t consent, either. And look where that got her.”  

For a moment, his expression flickered—something like sorrow, or regret, or rage. But it passed so quickly that Elara couldn’t be sure.  

“She paid the price,” he said. “And now, you will too.”  

The guards gripped her arms, pulling her away from the mirrors. As they dragged her down the corridor, Elara’s mind raced. The echoes of the Binding were a warning, a glimpse into the future she might share if she didn’t fight it.  

But fight it she would.  

—-
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**The Rise of the Ember-Caste**  

By the time they released her into the academy’s training grounds, the sun was high, its light refracted through the violet haze of dragonfire. Elara stood at the edge of the courtyard, her eyes scanning the students drilling alongside their wyrms.  

To her surprise, the students were not all Bloodborn. A group of Ember-Caste riders stood apart, their robes patched and faded, their wyrms smaller, less imposing. They worked in silence, their movements precise but lacking the flair of the Bloodborn.  

Elara’s gaze lingered on them, her scar flaring faintly. There was something about the Ember-Caste that felt familiar, like the lullaby her adoptive father used to sing, or the tremor that had saved her in the Wastes.  

A voice broke her thoughts. “You’re the False Awakening.”  

The speaker was a Bloodborn student, his robes immaculate, his wyrm—a sleek, silver-scaled creature—perched on his shoulder. He regarded her with open disdain, his eyes sharp and unyielding.  

“Charming
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