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The
  sky above Velmora was never truly dark.




  
Even
  at night, faint streaks of silver fire danced across the
  horizon—remnants of ancient magic that refused to die. To most,
  it
  was beautiful. To Kaelira Voss, it was a constant reminder of
  everything she lacked.




  
She
  stood at the edge of the high cliffs, the wind pulling at her
  long
  dark hair, her gaze fixed on the distant skies where dragon
  riders
  carved glowing paths through the air. Flames followed them—gold,
  crimson, sapphire—each color a mark of power, of
  belonging.




  
Kaelira
  had none.



“

  
Still
  watching them like you belong up there?”




  
The
  voice came from behind her, calm but edged with amusement.
  Kaelira
  didn’t turn immediately. She recognized it.



“

  
I
  don’t watch,” she said finally. “I study.”




  
A
  soft chuckle followed. “That’s what you’ve been telling
  yourself for the last hundred years.”




  
She
  turned then, her sharp gray eyes meeting those of Commander
  Rhyven.
  He stood with his usual composed posture, arms crossed over his
  chest, the insignia of the Shadow Legion glinting faintly on his
  armor.



“

  
Observation
  is part of survival,” she replied.



“

  
And
  yet,” Rhyven said, stepping closer, “you’re the only rider in
  the Legion who doesn’t burn.”




  
Kaelira
  didn’t flinch. She’d heard worse.



“

  
I
  don’t need fire,” she said evenly.



“

  
No,”
  he agreed. “You don’t. But others do. And they notice.”




  
Of
  course they did.




  
The
  Shadow Legion was not known for its kindness. It was an elite
  force—dragon riders bound by blood oaths and ancient magic. Every
  member wielded flame, a physical manifestation of their bond with
  their dragons.




  
Every
  member except her.




  
Kaelira
  turned back toward the sky, her jaw tightening. “If this is
  another
  speech about proving myself, you’re wasting your time.”




  
Rhyven’s
  expression softened slightly. “No. If anything, you’ve already
  proven more than most.”




  
She
  glanced at him, surprised.



“

  
You
  fly faster,” he continued. “You think sharper. You survive where
  others don’t. But the court…” He paused. “The court sees
  power differently.”




  
Kaelira
  scoffed lightly. “The court sees spectacle.”



“

  
And
  flame is spectacle.”




  
Silence
  settled between them, broken only by the distant roar of dragons
  cutting through the air.




  
Kaelira’s
  gaze drifted downward, toward the lower cliffs where her dragon
  waited.




  
Nyrix.




  
He
  was unlike the others—larger, sleeker, his scales shimmering with
  a
  pale silver-blue that caught the light in unnatural ways. He
  didn’t
  breathe fire. Not in the way the others did.




  
He
  glowed.




  
And
  that alone made him dangerous.



“

  
They’re
  talking again, aren’t they?” she asked quietly.




  
Rhyven
  didn’t answer immediately, which was answer enough.



“

  
They
  say your bond is unnatural,” he admitted. “That Nyrix isn’t a
  true war dragon.”




  
Kaelira’s
  hand clenched at her side. “They’ve been saying that for
  decades.”



“

  
Yes,”
  Rhyven said. “But now… riders have started disappearing.”




  
That
  made her turn fully.



“

  
What?”



“

  
Three,”
  he said. “All from different wings. No bodies. No signs of
  struggle. Just gone.”




  
A
  cold weight settled in her chest.



“

  
That’s
  not possible,” she said. “A bonded rider can’t just
  vanish.”



“

  
That’s
  what concerns us.”




  
Kaelira’s
  mind began to race. Dragon bonds were ancient, nearly
  unbreakable. To
  sever one meant death—or something far worse.



“

  
Why
  tell me?” she asked.




  
Rhyven
  studied her for a long moment. “Because all three had something
  in
  common.”




  
Kaelira
  felt it before he said it.



“

  
They
  weren’t like the others,” he continued. “Unusual bonds. Rare
  abilities. Outliers.”




  
Her
  pulse slowed, sharpening instead of quickening.



“

  
Like
  me,” she said.



“

  
Yes.”




  
The
  wind picked up, howling against the cliffs as if echoing the
  shift in
  the air between them.




  
For
  the first time in a long while, Kaelira felt something unfamiliar
  crawl beneath her calm exterior.




  
Not
  fear.




  
Anticipation.



“

  
What
  do you want me to do?” she asked.




  
Rhyven’s
  expression hardened. “We’re sending a scouting unit at dawn.
  You’ll lead it.”




  
She
  raised an eyebrow. “You trust me with that?”



“

  
I
  trust your instincts,” he said. “And your dragon.”




  
Kaelira
  glanced again toward the lower cliffs. Nyrix had lifted his head,
  as
  if sensing her attention. Even from this distance, she could feel
  the
  connection between them—steady, deep, unshakable.




  
Different.




  
Always
  different.



“

  
Who
  else is coming?” she asked.




  
Rhyven
  hesitated.



“

  
Kaelira,”
  he said carefully, “this isn’t just a mission. If someone is
  targeting riders like you…”



“

  
I
  won’t be easy prey,” she cut in.



“

  
I
  know that,” he replied. “But others may not.”




  
She
  stepped past him, already moving toward the descent path carved
  into
  the cliffside.



“

  
Then
  we find whoever is responsible,” she said. “Before they find
  me.”




  
Rhyven
  watched her go, something unreadable in his gaze.



“

  
Be
  careful, Kaelira,” he called after her.




  
She
  didn’t respond.




  
Careful
  had never been enough.




  
As
  she descended, the air grew warmer, filled with the low hum of
  dragon
  energy that pulsed through the cliffs. By the time she reached
  the
  lower platform, Nyrix was already waiting.




  
He
  rose as she approached, his massive wings shifting slightly,
  scattering faint particles of glowing light into the air. His
  eyes—bright, intelligent, almost too aware—locked onto
  hers.



“

  
You
  heard,” she murmured, placing a hand against his scaled
  neck.




  
A
  soft vibration ran through him in response.



“

  
I
  know,” she continued. “Something’s wrong.”




  
Nyrix
  lowered his head slightly, pressing into her touch. The bond
  between
  them flickered—not weak, but… different.




  
Stronger.




  
As
  if something unseen had begun to stir.




  
Kaelira
  exhaled slowly, grounding herself.



“

  
For
  once,” she whispered, “it’s not just whispers.”




  
Above
  them, another dragon roared, its fire lighting the sky in a burst
  of
  crimson.




  
Kaelira
  didn’t look up.




  
She
  didn’t need to.




  
Her
  path had never been written in flame.




  
And
  yet, as she placed her foot into the saddle and pulled herself
  onto
  Nyrix’s back, she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was
  about to change.




  
Not
  slowly.




  
Not
  gently.




  
But
  all at once.




  
The
  kind of change that shattered kingdoms.




  
The
  kind that rewrote fate.




  
Nyrix
  spread his wings.




  
For
  a brief moment, the world seemed to hold its breath.




  
Then
  they leapt.




  
And
  the sky—silver, burning, alive—opened to meet them.
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The
  chamber pulsed like a heartbeat.




  
Slow.
  Heavy. Alive.




  
Kaelira
  stood at its center, the faint glow reflecting in her eyes as she
  stared at the structure before her. It wasn’t just stone—it
  shifted subtly, like something breathing beneath its
  surface.




  
And
  the closer she stepped, the stronger the pull became.



“

  
You
  feel it,” Rhyven said quietly.




  
Kaelira
  didn’t look at him. “It feels me.”




  
Nyrix’s
  presence surged through her, not from outside—but within. The
  bond
  wasn’t just active anymore.




  
It
  was awake.



“

  
What
  is this place?” she asked again, her voice lower now.




  
Rhyven
  moved beside her. “The Court calls it the Archive of
  Bonds.”



“

  
That’s
  not what it is,” she said immediately.



“

  
No,”
  he agreed. “It isn’t.”




  
Kaelira
  reached out, stopping just short of the surface.




  
The
  glow intensified.



“

  
You
  said this records bonds that shouldn’t exist,” she said. “Define
  shouldn’t.”




  
Rhyven’s
  gaze darkened slightly. “Bonds that break the rules. Bonds that
  don’t follow the natural order of dragon and rider.”




  
Kaelira’s
  lips pressed into a thin line. “So… mine.”



“

  
Yes.”




  
She
  exhaled slowly, then finally placed her hand against the
  surface.




  
The
  reaction was instant.




  
The
  chamber flared with light.




  
A
  sharp pulse of energy shot through her arm, into her chest—into
  the
  bond.




  
Kaelira
  gasped, stumbling back slightly as images flooded her
  mind.




  
Not
  memories.




  
Something
  else.




  
A
  sky—not blue, not red—but silver, endless and burning with quiet
  light.




  
Dragons—but
  not like the ones she knew. Larger. Older. Their wings stretched
  impossibly wide, their presence overwhelming.




  
And
  among them—




  
One.




  
Familiar.




  
Nyrix.




  
But
  different.




  
Stronger.




  
Unbound.




  
Kaelira
  tore her hand away, breathing hard.



“

  
What
  was that?” she demanded.




  
Rhyven
  watched her carefully. “What did you see?”




  
She
  shook her head slightly. “Not a memory. Something… older.”



“

  
Show
  me,” he said.




  
She
  hesitated.




  
Then
  nodded.




  
Placing
  her hand back on Nyrix, she opened the connection just enough to
  let
  him feel it.




  
Rhyven
  stiffened as the images passed through him.




  
When
  it ended, he stepped back sharply.



“

  
That’s
  not possible,” he said.




  
Kaelira
  let out a quiet laugh. “You’re going to need a new
  phrase.”




  
Rhyven
  ignored that. “Those dragons—those weren’t from our
  world.”



“

  
I
  know.”




  
Silence
  stretched between them.




  
Then—



“

  
That’s
  why the Court is afraid,” Rhyven said.




  
Kaelira
  crossed her arms. “They’ve been afraid of me for a
  century.”



“

  
Not
  like this.”




  
She
  tilted her head slightly. “Then explain it.”




  
Rhyven
  hesitated.




  
And
  that alone told her everything.



“

  
You
  know something,” she said.



“

  
I
  know enough,” he replied.



“

  
Not
  good enough,” she shot back.




  
Another
  pulse of light rippled through the chamber, softer this time—but
  deeper.




  
It
  reacted to her.




  
To
  Nyrix.



“

  
To
  the sky,” Kaelira said suddenly.




  
Rhyven
  frowned. “What?”



“

  
The
  fire above—the cracks in the sky—it’s the same energy,” she
  said. “I felt it. Here. In the bond.”




  
Rhyven’s
  expression shifted.



“

  
That
  would mean…” he began.



“

  
It’s
  not invading,” Kaelira finished. “It’s connecting.”




  
The
  realization hit harder than she expected.




  
This
  wasn’t an attack.




  
It
  was a bridge.




  
And
  something on the other side was reaching through.




  
A
  sharp knock echoed at the chamber entrance.




  
Both
  of them turned.




  
A
  soldier stood there, tense, waiting for permission.



“

  
Speak,”
  Rhyven said.



“

  
Commander,”
  the soldier said quickly. “The High Court has arrived.”




  
Kaelira’s
  expression darkened instantly.



“

  
Already?”
  she muttered.




  
Rhyven
  didn’t look surprised. “They move fast when they’re
  afraid.”




  
The
  soldier hesitated. “They’re asking for her.”




  
Of
  course they were.




  
Kaelira
  stepped away from the structure, her posture calm but
  controlled.



“

  
Let
  me guess,” she said. “They want to ‘evaluate’ me.”




  
Rhyven
  didn’t answer.




  
He
  didn’t need to.




  
Kaelira
  exhaled slowly. “Fine. Let’s not keep them waiting.”




  
As
  they moved toward the exit, the chamber pulsed once more.




  
Stronger
  this time.




  
Kaelira
  paused, glancing back.




  
For
  a brief moment, the light shifted—forming something almost like a
  shape.




  
Watching
  her.




  
Waiting.




  
Then
  it faded.




  
She
  turned away.



“

  
I
  don’t like that room,” she said.



“

  
You’re
  not supposed to,” Rhyven replied.




  
They
  stepped out into the corridor, the heavier air of the chamber
  giving
  way to the cold, sharp atmosphere of the fortress.




  
By
  the time they reached the main hall, the tension was
  undeniable.




  
Guards
  lined the walls.




  
Riders
  stood at attention.




  
And
  at the far end of the hall—




  
The
  Court.




  
Three
  figures, cloaked in deep crimson and gold, their presence
  commanding
  without effort. They didn’t move as Kaelira approached.




  
They
  didn’t need to.




  
Power
  radiated from them in a way that felt… suffocating.



“

  
Kaelira
  Voss,” one of them said.




  
Her
  voice was smooth. Controlled.




  
Dangerous.




  
Kaelira
  stopped a few steps away.



“

  
That’s
  me,” she said.




  
Rhyven
  shot her a look.




  
She
  ignored it.




  
The
  central figure stepped forward slightly.



“

  
You
  have been summoned under direct authority of the High Court,” she
  said. “Your bond is to be examined.”




  
Kaelira
  raised an eyebrow. “Examined. Right.”



“

  
This
  is not a request.”



“

  
I
  figured.”




  
A
  faint murmur moved through the hall.




  
The
  Court member’s gaze sharpened. “Your cooperation would be
  wise.”




  
Kaelira’s
  expression didn’t change.



“

  
My
  dragon stays with me,” she said.



“

  
That
  will be determined.”



“

  
No,”
  Kaelira said calmly. “That’s not negotiable.”




  
The
  air shifted.




  
Subtle—but
  real.




  
Power
  pressed against her, testing.




  
Kaelira
  didn’t move.




  
Didn’t
  flinch.




  
Behind
  her, Nyrix stirred.




  
And
  suddenly—




  
The
  pressure snapped.




  
Not
  from the Court.




  
From
  her.




  
A
  pulse of energy surged outward, invisible but undeniable. The
  torches
  along the walls flickered violently.




  
Silence
  fell.




  
The
  Court members stiffened slightly.




  
Not
  in fear.




  
But
  in recognition.




  
Kaelira
  blinked once, surprised by her own reaction.



“

  
That’s
  new,” she muttered.




  
Rhyven
  stepped forward quickly. “Enough.”




  
The
  moment broke—but not completely.




  
The
  central figure studied Kaelira with renewed interest.



“

  
Indeed,”
  she said softly.




  
Kaelira
  met her gaze.



“

  
Still
  want to examine me?” she asked.




  
A
  faint smile touched the woman’s lips.



“

  
More
  than ever.”




  
Kaelira’s
  grip tightened slightly.




  
Whatever
  this was—




  
It
  had just escalated.




  
And
  deep down, she knew—




  
This
  wasn’t just about control anymore.




  
It
  was about something far older.




  
Something
  the Court had been hiding.




  
Something
  buried beneath power, beneath fear—




  
Beneath
  the crown itself.
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The
  sky didn’t close.




  
It
  remained open—alive with silver fire and circling forms that
  refused to leave.




  
Velmora
  had never felt smaller.




  
Kaelira
  stood at the center of the platform long after the great dragon
  had
  risen back into the storm above. The Legion had retreated, not
  out of
  defeat—but uncertainty.




  
No
  one had expected this.




  
Not
  war.




  
Not
  peace.




  
Something
  far more dangerous.




  
Understanding.



“

  
You
  should come inside,” Rhyven said quietly.




  
Kaelira
  didn’t move.



“

  
They’re
  still watching,” she said.



“

  
Yes,”
  he replied. “Which is exactly why standing here isn’t
  wise.”




  
She
  exhaled slowly.



“

  
They’re
  not going to strike.”



“

  
You
  don’t know that.”



“

  
I
  do,” she said.




  
Rhyven
  studied her for a moment. “Because of the bond?”




  
Kaelira
  nodded once.



“

  
They
  don’t see us as enemies,” she said. “Not yet.”



“

  
That’s
  not reassuring.”



“

  
No,”
  she admitted. “It’s not.”




  
Finally,
  she turned away from the sky.



“

  
Come
  on,” she added. “You wanted answers.”




  
Rhyven
  frowned. “I still do.”



“

  
Then
  we’re going back to the Archive.”




  
That
  made him pause.



“

  
You
  think it’ll respond again?”



“

  
I
  don’t think it stopped.”




  
They
  moved quickly through the fortress, the tension following them
  like a
  shadow. Guards didn’t try to stop them this time.




  
They
  just watched.




  
Everyone
  was waiting for something.




  
Kaelira
  felt it.




  
The
  entire kingdom balanced on a single, fragile moment.




  
The
  chamber doors opened without resistance.




  
That
  alone was worse than before.




  
Inside—




  
The
  structure pulsed softly.




  
Steady.




  
Calm.




  
As
  if it had been waiting.




  
Kaelira
  stepped in first.




  
The
  bond reacted instantly—but not violently this time.




  
Controlled.




  
Focused.



“

  
That’s
  new,” she murmured.




  
Rhyven
  followed, his gaze sharp. “It’s not attacking you
  anymore.”



“

  
It
  never was,” she said.




  
She
  approached the structure slowly.



“

  
This
  place isn’t a record,” she added. “It’s a key.”



“

  
To
  what?” Rhyven asked.




  
Kaelira
  reached out again.




  
This
  time—




  
When
  her hand touched the surface—




  
It
  didn’t flare.




  
It
  opened.




  
The
  light shifted, pulling inward instead of outward, forming
  shapes—lines, patterns—like something unlocking.




  
Rhyven
  stepped closer. “What are you doing?”



“

  
I’m
  not doing it,” she said.



“

  
It’s
  responding.”




  
The
  chamber darkened slightly as the structure began to
  change.




  
The
  surface cracked—not breaking, but revealing something
  beneath.




  
Bone.




  
Ancient.




  
Massive.




  
Rhyven
  froze.



“

  
That’s…”
  he started.




  
Kaelira
  nodded slowly.



“

  
A
  dragon,” she said.




  
But
  not just any dragon.




  
The
  bones were unlike anything she had seen—larger, more intricate,
  etched with symbols that glowed faintly beneath the
  surface.




  
Not
  carved.




  
Embedded.



“

  
Those
  markings,” Rhyven said. “They’re not decorative.”



“

  
No,”
  Kaelira replied. “They’re bindings.”




  
The
  word echoed through the chamber.




  
Heavy.




  
Important.




  
Kaelira’s
  fingers traced one of the glowing lines.




  
The
  bond flared again—




  
And
  the images returned.




  
But
  clearer this time.




  
Sharper.




  
A
  battlefield.




  
Not
  like the ones she knew.




  
This
  wasn’t war between kingdoms.




  
This
  was something older.




  
Dragons—




  
Hundreds
  of them—




  
Silver.




  
Burning.




  
Free.




  
And
  others—




  
Bound.




  
Different.




  
Smaller.




  
Controlled.




  
The
  Legion.




  
Kaelira’s
  breath caught.



“

  
No,”
  she whispered.




  
Rhyven
  stepped closer. “What do you see?”




  
Kaelira
  didn’t look at him.



“

  
They
  weren’t always ours,” she said.



“

  
What?”



“

  
The
  dragons,” she continued. “They weren’t created to serve
  riders.”




  
Silence.



“

  
They
  were taken,” she said.




  
The
  word landed like a blade.




  
Rhyven’s
  expression darkened. “That’s not possible.”




  
Kaelira’s
  jaw tightened. “It is.”




  
She
  pressed her hand deeper against the bone.




  
The
  vision shifted.




  
The
  same battlefield—




  
But
  ending differently.




  
The
  silver dragons—




  
Falling.




  
Not
  defeated.




  
Contained.




  
Bound
  by the same symbols carved into the bones before her.



“

  
They
  sealed them,” Kaelira said.



“

  
Who?”
  Rhyven asked.




  
She
  finally looked at him.



“

  
The
  ones who built this kingdom.”




  
The
  air felt colder suddenly.



“

  
Heirs
  of control,” she added. “Not protectors.”




  
Rhyven
  shook his head slightly. “That contradicts everything we
  know.”



“

  
No,”
  Kaelira said. “It explains everything we don’t.”




  
The
  chamber pulsed again.




  
Stronger.




  
The
  markings on the bones glowed brighter.



“

  
And
  Nyrix?” Rhyven asked. “Where does he fit into this?”




  
Kaelira’s
  expression softened—just slightly.



“

  
He’s
  not like the others,” she said. “He never was.”



“

  
No,”
  Rhyven agreed. “He wasn’t.”




  
Kaelira
  looked back at the bones.



“

  
These
  aren’t just remains,” she said. “They’re part of the
  prison.”




  
Rhyven’s
  eyes narrowed. “A prison for what?”




  
Kaelira
  hesitated.




  
Because
  she already knew the answer.



“

  
Them,”
  she said.




  
She
  glanced upward—toward the sky they couldn’t see from here.



“

  
The
  ones who came back.”




  
Silence.




  
The
  weight of it pressed down on both of them.



“

  
They
  weren’t invading,” Rhyven said slowly.



“

  
No,”
  Kaelira replied.



“

  
They
  were returning to what was taken.”




  
The
  truth settled in.




  
Heavy.




  
Unavoidable.




  
Rhyven
  exhaled sharply. “If this is true… then the Court—”



“

  
Knows,”
  Kaelira finished.



“

  
Or
  at least suspects,” she added.




  
The
  chamber dimmed slightly.




  
The
  energy shifting again.



“

  
Why
  show you this now?” Rhyven asked.




  
Kaelira’s
  gaze hardened.



“

  
Because
  I’m part of it.”




  
The
  bond flared again.




  
Not
  violently.




  
But
  deeply.




  
Connected.




  
The
  markings on the bone shifted—rearranging slightly, forming a
  pattern she hadn’t noticed before.




  
A
  symbol.




  
Familiar.




  
Kaelira’s
  breath stilled.



“

  
That’s…”
  she whispered.




  
Rhyven
  followed her gaze. “What is it?”




  
Kaelira
  didn’t answer immediately.




  
Because
  she had seen it before.




  
Not
  here.




  
On
  the thing in the chamber.




  
The
  one wearing the rider’s body.



“

  
The
  mark,” she said.




  
Rhyven’s
  expression darkened instantly.



“

  
That
  thing had it.”



“

  
Yes.”




  
Kaelira
  stepped back slowly.



“

  
That
  wasn’t random,” she said. “That was a claim.”



“

  
On
  what?” Rhyven asked.




  
Kaelira
  met his gaze.



“

  
On
  me.”




  
Silence.




  
Then—




  
The
  chamber pulsed one last time.




  
And
  went still.




  
The
  light faded.




  
The
  markings dimmed.




  
But
  the truth remained.




  
Unchanged.




  
Rhyven
  ran a hand through his hair. “If what you’re saying is
  true…”




  
Kaelira
  nodded.



“

  
We’re
  not the defenders of this world,” she said.



“

  
We’re
  the ones who broke it.”




  
The
  weight of those words settled deep.




  
Too
  deep to ignore.




  
Rhyven
  looked at her. “Then what happens now?”




  
Kaelira
  glanced toward the exit.




  
Toward
  the sky beyond.



“

  
Now?”
  she said quietly.




  
Her
  eyes sharpened.



“

  
Now
  we decide which side we’re on.”




  
Because
  the war wasn’t coming anymore.




  
It
  had already begun.




  
And
  this time—




  
The
  truth was far more dangerous than the enemy.



 






 






 






 






 






 






                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    






