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​The Weight of a Thousand Screams
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[image: ]he morning mist clung to the jagged peaks of the Iron Wing Academy like a shroud of cold, damp grief.


It obscured the towering spires of black stone that pierced the grey sky, hiding the brutal reality of the training grounds below. Cadets stood in rigid formation, their breath visible in the frigid air, waiting for the summons that would change everything forever.

Elara shifted her weight from one foot to the other, trying to keep the blood flowing in her numb toes. The stone beneath her boots was unforgiving, leaching the warmth from her body with every passing second of silence. She kept her eyes fixed on the horizon, where the sun struggled to break through the thick layer of clouds that always seemed to hover over this cursed place.

Her heart hammered against her ribs like a trapped bird desperate to escape its cage of bone and muscle. She could feel the pulse of her own fear vibrating through her veins, a constant reminder of the stakes involved in today’s ceremony. Failure was not an option here, for failure meant death or exile to the wastelands where nothing survived the harsh winds and predatory beasts.


To her left, Kaelen stood with his jaw set tight, his eyes dark
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and unreadable as he stared straight ahead. He had not spoken a word since they had been woken before dawn, dragged from their beds by the shrill blast of iron horns. Elara wondered if he felt the same crushing weight of expectation pressing down on his shoulders, or if his stoicism was merely a mask for terror.

The air smelled of ozone and wet stone, a scent that had become synonymous with anxiety for every cadet who had passed through these gates. It was the smell of impending storm, of magic crackling just beneath the surface of the world, waiting to be unleashed by those brave or foolish enough to wield it. Elara inhaled deeply, trying to steady her nerves with the familiar, sharp aroma of the academy.

Behind them, the other recruits stood in similar states of frozen anticipation, a sea of grey uniforms blending into the gloom of the morning. Some trembled visibly, their hands clenched into white-knuckled fists at their sides, while others wore expressions of arrogant confidence that Elara knew were fragile illusions. Today would strip away all pretenses, leaving only the raw truth of who they were and what they could endure.

She remembered the letters her mother had sent, filled with words of encouragement and hope that now felt distant and naive. Those letters spoke of honor and glory, of serving the kingdom and protecting the realm from the shadows that lurked beyond the borders. But here, in the shadow of the Iron Wing, honor was a luxury few could afford, and glory was often paid for in blood.

A sudden gust of wind swept through the courtyard, carrying with it the distant sound of something massive moving in the skies above. The sound was low and rumbling, a deep thrum that vibrated in Elara’s chest and made her teeth ache. It was
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the sound of a dragon, though none of them had seen one yet, and the mystery of it only heightened the tension in the air.

The heavy iron gates at the far end of the courtyard began to groan open, the sound echoing off the stone walls like a warning bell. Slowly, a figure emerged from the darkness within, clad in armor that seemed to absorb the light rather than reflect it. It was Commander Vane, the man responsible for breaking them down and building them back up into soldiers worthy of riding the beasts.

Vane walked with a deliberate slowness, his boots clicking against the stone with a rhythm that matched the beating of Elara’s heart. His face was scarred and weathered, a map of battles fought and survived, and his eyes held a coldness that chilled her more than the morning air. He stopped in front of the formation, looking each cadet in the eye as if judging their very souls.

“Today,” Vane said, his voice rough and gravelly, cutting through the silence like a blade, “you will meet your destiny.” He did not shout, yet his words carried to every corner of the courtyard, commanding absolute attention. “Some of you will rise. Most of you will fall. And a few of you will wish you had never been born.”

Elara swallowed hard, the lump in her throat making it difficult to breathe. She wanted to look away, to hide from the intensity of his gaze, but she forced herself to remain still. To show weakness now was to invite disaster, and she had come too far to let fear dictate her actions. She had to be strong, for herself and for the family who depended on her success.

Vane continued to pace in front of them, his presence dominating the space with an aura of controlled violence. “The bond you form today is not a choice. It is a curse and a gift,
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woven into the fabric of your existence. You will share pain, joy, and fear with another being, whether you desire it or not. This is the price of power.”

The words hung in the air, heavy and ominous, settling into the minds of the cadets like a poison. Elara felt a chill run down her spine, not from the cold, but from the implication of what Vane was saying. To share everything with another creature, to have no secrets, no private thoughts, was a terrifying prospect for someone who valued their independence.

Kaelen shifted slightly beside her, his shoulder brushing against hers in a brief moment of accidental contact. It was a small gesture, but in the rigid discipline of the academy, it felt significant. Elara wondered if he was seeking comfort, or if he was simply adjusting his stance. She did not dare to look at him, keeping her eyes fixed on Vane’s imposing figure.

“The dragons choose you,” Vane said, stopping directly in front of Elara. His eyes locked onto hers, and she felt exposed, as if he could see every doubt and fear she harbored. “But you must choose to survive. The hatchlings are weak, vulnerable, and hungry. They will look to you for strength, for guidance, and for protection. Fail them, and you fail yourselves.”

Elara nodded slightly, acknowledging his words without speaking. She knew the stories of cadets who had failed to bond with their dragons, of those who had been cast out into the wastelands to die. She had heard the whispers in the dormitories at night, tales of horror that served as warnings to the new recruits. She would not become one of those stories.

Vane moved on, continuing his inspection of the line, his voice dropping to a lower, more intimate tone. “Remember that your enemy is not just the dragon, nor the other cadets. Your greatest enemy is your own weakness. You must conquer
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it, bury it, and rise above it. Only then will you be worthy of the sky.”

The sun finally broke through the clouds, casting long, sharp shadows across the courtyard. The light was pale and watery, offering little warmth, but it illuminated the faces of the cadets, revealing the mix of hope and terror etched into their features. Elara squinted against the glare, feeling the sweat begin to bead on her forehead despite the cold.

She thought of her younger brother, Toren, who was still back home in the village. He looked up to her, believing she was invincible, a hero in the making. The weight of his admiration was heavier than any armor she could wear. If she failed, she would not just lose her life; she would lose his faith in her, and that was a loss she could not bear.

Vane reached the end of the line and turned back to face them, his expression unreadable. “Follow me,” he commanded, turning on his heel and marching toward the open gates. The cadets fell into step behind him, their movements synchronized by weeks of rigorous drilling. The sound of their boots on the stone was a rhythmic drumbeat of anticipation.

They passed through the gates and into the inner sanctum of the academy, a place few outsiders ever saw. The walls here were higher, darker, and covered in intricate carvings of dragons in flight. The air was thicker, charged with a magical energy that made the hair on Elara’s arms stand up. It felt like walking into the belly of a beast, waiting to be consumed.

The corridor led them downward, into the depths of the mountain where the heat began to rise. The temperature increased with every step, the cold of the morning replaced by a stifling, dry warmth. Elara could smell sulfur and ash, the scent of fire and earth mixed together in a potent cocktail that
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made her head spin.

Kaelen walked beside her, his breathing steady and controlled. She glanced at him briefly, noticing the slight sheen of sweat on his brow. He caught her eye and gave a barely perceptible nod, a silent acknowledgment of their shared fate. It was a small connection, but in that moment, it felt like a lifeline in the rising tide of uncertainty.

They descended further, the light from above fading until they were illuminated only by torches mounted on the walls. The flames flickered and danced, casting eerie shadows that seemed to move on their own. Elara tried to ignore the feeling of being watched, of unseen eyes observing their every move from the darkness.

At the bottom of the stairs, they entered a vast cavernous chamber that took Elara’s breath away. The ceiling was lost in shadow, but the floor was lined with rows of large, obsidian eggs. Each egg pulsed with a faint, internal light, throbbing like a heartbeat. The sight was both beautiful and terrifying, a testament to the power contained within those smooth, black shells.

Vane stopped at the edge of the chamber, allowing the cadets to take in the spectacle. “These are your partners,” he said, his voice echoing off the stone walls. “Each one contains a soul as complex and volatile as your own. Treat them with respect, for they will know your true nature from the moment they hatch.” Elara stepped forward, drawn to the eggs by an inexplicable pull. She felt a strange resonance in
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