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Chapter One


MORNING LESSONS



Metal sang beneath Callen's fingertips, but today the melody served a different purpose. Though lately, the song carried an undertone he couldn't quite place—a bass note that seemed to rise from the earth itself, as if the mountain were humming along. He stood in the Academy's courtyard, twelve young faces watching with rapt attention as scales rippled across his forearm in controlled waves—appearing, shifting, vanishing like water over stone.

"The key," he said, letting the scales fade completely back to normal skin, "is not to fight the transformation. Fighting creates resistance. Resistance creates pain."

A boy near the back—Mykal, whose father had defected from the Kingdom forces three months ago—raised a tentative hand. "But Master Callen, how do you stop it from taking over completely?"

Callen smiled faintly. The boy asked the right questions. "You don't stop it. You guide it. Like working metal in the forge—too much force and it breaks. Too little and nothing changes." He extended his hand, palm up, and willed scales to bloom across it in a deliberate pattern before dismissing them again. "You find the balance between human and dragon, between control and acceptance."

"Show them the eyes," Nora said from her position by the stone pillars. At nine years old, she'd grown taller in the past six months, though she was still small for her age. Her dark hair was braided back in the Pyrin style Elder Shendra had taught her. The morning sun caught the faint shimmer of heat that always surrounded her now—her fire barely contained even at rest.

Several students leaned forward eagerly. They'd heard stories but hadn't seen the full demonstration yet.

Callen met Nora's gaze, and she nodded encouragingly. These students needed to understand what they might face, what some of them might become. He closed his eyes, reached for that deeper connection, and felt the familiar shift. When he opened them again, gasps echoed through the courtyard.

His eyes had changed—no longer fully human but carrying the vertical pupils and golden intensity of his bonded partner. Through them, the world appeared different. Each student glowed with their own drift signature, some bright as small suns, others flickering like candles.

"The dragon's sight shows truth," he said, his voice carrying a subtle harmonic that hadn't been there before. "Energy patterns, intentions, potential—all visible to those who share the bond."

A small girl in the front row—Seera, one of the Pyrin refugees—tilted her head. "I can hear it," she whispered. "The song in your voice. It's like..." She paused, searching for words. "Like two melodies playing together."

Perceptive, that one, Kyraleth's mental voice rumbled through their connection. The dragon lounged on the cliff above the Academy, his blue-black scales catching the morning light. She hears what others miss.

Callen let his eyes return to normal, the golden fading back to his usual dark brown. The transformation was always temporary now, controlled, never permanent unless he chose it to be. "Seera hears dragon-song," he explained to the other students. "It's a rare gift, even among those with Pyrin blood. In the old days, those like her helped translate between dragons and humans."

"Can she hear Kyraleth?" asked Kess, the former street thief from Ironvale's lower district. She'd arrived two weeks ago, half-starved but burning with drift sensitivity that had nearly gotten her killed when she'd accidentally shattered a merchant's entire stock of glassware.

"Sometimes," Seera said shyly. "When he's close. It's like... thunder that makes words instead of sound."

Tell her she describes it well, Kyraleth said, amusement coloring his mental tone. Though I prefer to think of my voice as more melodious than thunder.

Callen relayed the message, earning a delighted laugh from Seera and curious looks from the others. The easy interaction helped ease the tension that always accompanied these lessons. Too many of these children had seen what happened when power corrupted—Baron's hybrids, Stark's experiments, the collection teams that had hunted them.

"Now," Nora said, stepping forward with the confidence of someone who'd been helping with lessons for months, "who wants to see what controlled power actually looks like?"

The students shifted eagerly. Nora's demonstrations were always favorites—beautiful and terrifying in equal measure.

She raised her hands, and fire bloomed between her palms—but Callen saw what the students missed. The flame flickered erratically at its edges, fighting her control. Still, she shaped it through sheer will, forming the outline of a dragon in miniature. The construct wavered, its wings briefly dissolving before she caught them.

"This took me lots and lots of practice," Nora said, her voice tight with concentration as she made the dragon perform a lazy spiral. Sweat beaded on her forehead. "And I burned so many things. I still burn things sometimes. The fire doesn't always listen." The dragon dissolved into sparks—a controlled ending, but Callen noticed her relief when it was gone. As the sparks faded, Nora tilted her head, frowning at the ground beneath her feet. "Does anyone else feel that? Like... warmth from below?"

The students looked at each other, confused. Callen extended his drift sense downward and felt—something. A pulse, so faint it might be imagination. He filed it away for later consideration.

The Academy had risen from the settlement's eastern fields over the past four months, stone by stone, with help from both human and dragon. Three buildings arranged around a central courtyard, with practice spaces designed to contain various manifestations of power. It wasn't grand—nothing like the ancient temples described in the old texts—but it was theirs.

"Master Callen," Mykal said, his voice careful, "my father says the Kingdom still considers you criminals. That Lord Regent Vanish has increased the bounty."

A heavy silence fell over the courtyard. It was the fear none of them spoke aloud—that this peace was temporary, that the outside world would come for them again.

"Your father's right," Callen said simply. "The Lord Regent sees us as threats. Baron Selwyn still searches for subjects for his experiments." He paused, remembering that the Baron was Nora's grandfather—a fact they rarely discussed but one that hung between them like a shadow. "The world hasn't suddenly become safe because we defended one settlement." He looked at each young face in turn. "That's why you're learning control. Not to become weapons, but to protect yourselves and others when that world comes calling again."

"Will it?" Kess asked. "Come calling, I mean. We've been quiet for six months."

"Five months and twenty-three days," Nora corrected, showing the precise memory that often surprised people in someone so young. "Since grandfather's—since Baron's forces retreated."

The slip was subtle, but Callen caught it. Even now, part of her struggled with what her grandfather had become, what he'd done.

They probe our borders weekly, Kyraleth added, his mental voice reaching Callen alone this time. Scouts who think themselves clever, testing for weaknesses. I've resisted the urge to flame them. Mostly.

Callen didn't share that information with the students. They needed to focus on their training, not on the watchers in the forests or the tension that still gripped the settlement whenever strangers appeared on the trade roads.

"We've earned a reputation," he said instead. "The settlement that drove off Baron Selwyn. The place where a Dragon Singer restored his bond. Some see us as inspiration. Others as a threat. Both reactions bring their own dangers."

A bell rang from the settlement's center—two clear notes indicating the morning's end and the arrival of the midday meal. The students began to stir, but Callen held up a hand.

"Before you go—Kess, I want you working with Finch this afternoon on directed applications. You're still shattering things when you mean to merely crack them. Mykal, Elder Shendra has agreed to teach you the breathing exercises. Your control wavers when you're emotional. And Seera⁠—"

The Pyrin girl looked up hopefully.

"Kyraleth has agreed to help you understand dragon-song better. If you're willing."

Her eyes widened. "The dragon himself wants to teach me?"

She makes me sound ancient, Kyraleth complained, though Callen felt his pleasure at the girl's obvious awe. I'm only a few years old.

"He's young for a dragon," Callen told Seera, "but he carries inherited memories from his lineage. He can teach you things no human could."

The other students looked at Seera with mixture of envy and sympathy. Learning directly from Kyraleth was an honor, but everyone knew the dragon's teaching methods could be... intense.

"Now go," Callen said. "Eat well. This afternoon we're practicing defensive applications."

The students dispersed, chattering among themselves as they headed toward the settlement's common hall. Callen watched them go, noting how they moved—some with confidence, others still uncertain of their place here. Six months wasn't long enough to heal all wounds or calm all fears.

"You're getting better at this," Nora said once they were alone. "Teaching, I mean. You barely scowled at all during that lesson."

"I scowled plenty," Callen protested.

"Only twice. Once when Mykal mentioned the bounty and once when Kess nearly knocked over the water barrel with an accidental drift pulse." She moved to stand beside him, barely reaching his chest now despite her recent growth. "Mother says the council meets again tonight."

Callen nodded. The settlement council met weekly now, trying to establish governance for their growing population. Six months ago, they'd been a few hundred refugees and survivors. Now, with those seeking training and those fleeing Baron's renewed collection efforts, they numbered nearly a thousand.

"They want to discuss the envoys again," Nora continued, sounding older than her years. "The ones from the eastern settlements. They're nervous about our Academy."

"They're nervous about me," Callen corrected. "A Dragon Singer with a restored bond, teaching children to harness dangerous abilities. I'd be nervous too."

"You're not dangerous," Nora said firmly, with the absolute certainty only a child could have about someone they loved.

Callen looked at his hand, remembering how easily the scales came now, how natural the transformation felt. Six months ago, he'd nearly lost himself to it. Now it was just another part of who he was—controlled, temporary, but always there beneath the surface.

"Everyone's dangerous, little spark. The question is whether we're dangerous to the right people."

Nora was quiet for a moment, her expression turning inward the way it did when she was listening to something only she could hear. "The calling is getting stronger, Papa. Not louder, but... deeper. Like it's becoming part of me."

Callen felt cold despite the warm morning. "What does it show you now?"

"The same warnings about the corruption. But the northern one—Theraxis—he reaches out sometimes too." She frowned, concentrating. "He always says the same thing: not yet. The shadow here must be addressed first. He's patient, but he's waiting for something."

"And the primary call? The one that's been with you longest?"

"Still there. Still strong." Nora hesitated, and when she spoke again her voice was smaller. "But sometimes, beneath it, I hear something else. Another voice. Older. Sadder. Like someone watching from very far away, trying to speak through deep water." She shook her head. "I can't understand what it says yet. Maybe I'm not supposed to."

Callen pulled her close, feeling the heat that always surrounded her now. Two dragons calling his daughter—and something else beneath them both. He added it to the list of things that kept him awake at night.

Philosophy before midday meal? Kyraleth's amusement rippled through their bond. You're becoming quite the teacher, partner.

The dragon stretched on his cliff, wings spreading to their full span—thirty feet now and still growing. His movement cast a shadow over the courtyard, and Callen felt the instinctive fear it generated in the settlement below. Even those who'd fought beside them still tensed when Kyraleth flew overhead. Some instincts ran too deep to overcome in mere months.

"Any word from Pavel's scouts?" Callen asked, changing the subject.

"They returned this morning," Nora said. "Three more families heading our way from the northern provinces. One has twin boys who both manifest green flames—Elder Marek says it's because their grandmother was from the coastal Pyrin, where they used driftwood fires."

Green flames from regional variations. Another example of how Pyrin abilities adapted and evolved based on their environment and heritage. Finch would be ecstatic. The scholar had filled three journals already with observations about the children's various abilities.

"We'll need more dormitories soon," Callen said. "And more teachers."

"Lysara's already working on it. She's convinced two more former Ashen Oath to help with combat training. And there's talk of a healer from the capital who might join us—someone who worked with Mother before."

Before. They all had befores now. Before the Baron's attack. Before the restoration. Before the Academy. Time divided into neat segments by trauma and triumph alike.

A commotion from the settlement's main gate drew their attention. Guards calling out, not in alarm but in greeting. Callen extended his drift sense, identifying familiar patterns—a small group, travel-worn but not hostile. Among them...

"It's Wren," he said, surprised. The information broker hadn't visited in two months, claiming the roads were too watched, the risks too high.

They made their way down from the Academy, joining the crowd gathering near the gate. Wren looked exactly as he always did—elaborate coat with too many pockets, mismatched clothing that somehow worked, and an expression of perpetual amusement at the world's absurdities. But Callen noticed the new lines around his eyes, the way his hand stayed near the knife at his belt.

"Nightshade!" Wren called out, using the old name deliberately. "Or should I say, Professor Nasinth? I hear you're educating the youth now."

"Wren," Callen acknowledged. "What brings you through dangerous roads?"

The smaller man's expression sobered slightly. "News that couldn't wait for safer travel. The kind that needs discussing somewhere private. Very private."

Callen nodded, understanding immediately. Whatever Wren had learned, it was significant enough to risk the journey personally rather than trust it to messages or lesser agents.

"The council chamber should be empty," Nora suggested. "Most everyone's at midday meal."

As they walked through the settlement, Callen noticed how it had changed. Six months ago, these had been temporary structures, built for immediate shelter. Now, gardens grew between houses. Children played in the streets without fear. The forge had expanded into three separate workshops. Signs of permanence, of hope.

But also new defensive positions, Lysara's work. Hidden weapon caches. Escape routes marked subtly for those who knew to look. They'd learned from the Baron's attack—peace was something you prepared to defend.

The council chamber was indeed empty, its simple wooden table surrounded by mismatched chairs—another sign of their patchwork community. Wren settled into one with a grateful sigh, producing a flask from one of his many pockets.

"First," he said after a long drink, "the good news. Your reputation spreads, and not just as threats. Three major settlements have formally recognized your Academy as legitimate. They're even considering sending students."

"And the bad news?" Callen asked, though he could guess. There was always bad news.

"Baron Selwyn has been busy. Very busy." Wren's expression darkened. "He's established a new facility, larger than before. And he's not hiding it. It's being built openly, with Lord Regent Vanish's full approval. They're calling it the Evolution Institute."

"Evolution," Nora said, her young voice carrying disgust. "That's what grandfather calls forcing dragon parts into human bodies?"

The acknowledgment of their relationship hung in the air for a moment. Wren's eyes widened slightly—he'd known, of course, but hearing Nora say it so directly was different.

"It's worse than that," Wren said, recovering. "He's recruiting volunteers. Promising power, transformation, ascension to something greater. And people are listening. Desperate people, ambitious people, people who've heard about Dragon Singers and want that power for themselves."

Callen felt something cold settle in his stomach. Baron adapting, learning from his failures. Not forcing transformation but offering it, making people complicit in their own corruption.

"There's more," Wren continued. "He's specifically recruiting those with dormant abilities. Drift sensitives, failed Pyrin who can't manifest fire, even those who just have unusual dreams. He's casting a wide net."

He seeks to make his own Dragon Singers, Kyraleth's mental voice carried unusual anger. Abominations that mock what we are.

Callen felt a chill that had nothing to do with the morning air. "The hybrids are one thing—forced transformations using dragon fragments. But why the systematic search for sleeping dragons? Why living creatures instead of just bones and scales?"

Wren's expression darkened further. "My contacts in the Institute report something troubling. Baron's been obsessing over old texts about bonding ceremonies. Apparently, he believes hybridization is merely a stepping stone. The fragments give strength, but they don't give partnership—not like what you have with Kyraleth. He sees your bond and he wants it for himself."

"That's impossible," Callen said. "You can't force a dragon bond. It requires mutual consent, a meeting of souls."

"The Baron doesn't believe in impossible," Wren replied grimly. "Only in 'not yet achieved.'"

"How many?" Callen asked.

"At least two hundred have entered his Institute willingly. More arrive daily." Wren pulled a rolled parchment from his coat. "But that's not why I risked coming here. This is."

He unrolled the parchment, revealing a detailed map marked with numerous locations across the region. Red marks indicated destroyed sites, blue marks showed active locations, and gold marks...

"Dragon sites," Callen breathed, recognizing the pattern. "He's searching for them."

"Systematically," Wren corrected. "Look at the pattern. He's dividing the region into grids, sending teams to investigate every legend, every old story, every cave that might hold fragments or bones. He's already excavated seventeen sites."

Callen studied the map, his enhanced vision picking out details others might miss. The search pattern was methodical, thorough. Baron wasn't randomly hunting—he was conducting a systematic survey of the entire region.

"He's looking for sleeping dragons," Nora said quietly. "Like the ones in the old stories. The ones that went into the Great Sleep."

"If they exist," Wren said. "But the Baron believes they do. And he's dedicating enormous resources to finding them. There's something else," Wren added, his voice dropping. "One of my people inside the Institute—she won't survive much longer, the transformations are eating her alive—but she managed to get me a message. Baron's been having his scholars translate something. Old texts about 'subjugation bonds.' Apparently, the Dragon Singers had methods for dealing with corrupted dragons—ways to force a connection when the dragon couldn't or wouldn't consent."

Callen felt Valengrim's ancient consciousness stir within him, recoiling at the words.

Abomination, the old dragon's presence whispered. They tried such things in the dark times. The bonds broke. The dragons went mad. The Singers died screaming.

"Whatever he's planning," Callen said slowly, "it's not just about creating hybrid soldiers. He wants to become what I am. What we are. And this Sanctuary of First Breath," Callen said, tracing the search pattern with his finger. "At this rate, he'll find it within..."

"Six months, maybe less," Wren finished. "Unless something disrupts his search."

Before Callen could respond, the door opened. Amara entered, her healer's satchel over one shoulder, concern etched on her face. She'd maintained her noble bearing despite years of exile, but now there was something else—a weariness that came from treating too many injuries, seeing too much suffering.

"I heard Wren had arrived," she said, nodding to the information broker before turning to Callen. "The scouts report increased activity on the eastern roads. Supply wagons, but heavily guarded. More than merchant caravans would need."

"Military supplies," Wren confirmed. "Baron's forces are moving equipment. My contacts say they're establishing forward camps, supply depots. Not an invasion force—not yet—but infrastructure for one."

Callen and Amara exchanged a look. They'd had six months of relative peace, six months to build something worth defending. But they'd always known it was borrowed time.

"How long?" Amara asked quietly.

"Before they move?" Wren shrugged. "Could be weeks, could be months. But they're definitely preparing for something substantial. The Evolution Institute isn't just for creating soldiers—it's becoming a fortress."

We should disrupt his searches, Kyraleth suggested through the bond. Make him waste resources chasing false leads.

It was a good idea, but risky. Any direct action might provoke the confrontation they weren't ready for.

"We prepare," Callen said finally. "Accelerate the training. Strengthen our defenses. And hope we have enough time."

"I can help," Wren offered. "Spread some false dragon sightings, create fake excavation sites. Make his systematic search less... systematic."

"Do it," Callen agreed. "But carefully. We can't afford to lose you."

Wren grinned, some of his usual humor returning. "Careful is my middle name. Well, actually it's Reginald, but careful sounds better."

As they discussed logistics and preparations, Callen felt the weight of what was coming. The Academy, the settlement, the fragile peace they'd built—all of it balanced on a knife's edge. Baron Selwyn hadn't given up. He'd simply changed tactics, and that made him more dangerous than ever.

Through the window, Callen could see students returning from their meal, ready for afternoon lessons. Children who trusted him to teach them control, to keep them safe. Beyond them, the settlement continued its daily rhythm—people who'd chosen to stay despite the danger, who believed in what they were building.

We will protect them, Kyraleth said firmly. All of them.

Callen nodded, even as his hand unconsciously moved to his chest where Baron's enhanced soldiers had left scars six months ago. The battle had been won, but the war was far from over.

"We should tell the council," Amara said. "They need to know what's coming."

"Tonight," Callen agreed. "Let the children have their afternoon lessons without the shadow of war hanging over them. Tomorrow is soon enough for them to learn that peace is always temporary."

He stood, preparing to return to the Academy. There were students to train, defenses to plan, a future to protect. The transformation abilities flowed through him, controlled and ready—scales beneath skin, power beneath control, all of it temporary until he chose otherwise. Whatever Baron Selwyn was planning, whatever army he was building, they would be ready.

They had to be.


Chapter Two


THE DRAGON ARCHIVES



The restored temple library smelled of old stone and older secrets. Callen sat cross-legged on the floor, surrounded by texts that had survived centuries of neglect, their dragon-scale covers still faintly warm to the touch. Afternoon light filtered through the crystalline dome above—the same dome that had fractured into rainbows during his bonding ceremony with Kyraleth six months ago.

He traced his fingers along ancient runes, feeling them pulse beneath his touch. The drift responded differently here, in this place where Dragon Singers had once studied. It felt deeper, more resonant, as if the very walls remembered what they had witnessed.

The text before him was particularly frustrating—half the pages were water-damaged, the ink running together like tears. What remained spoke of bonding ceremonies, of partnerships that had shaped ages, but so much was lost. Callen could make out fragments: "...the third moon's rise, when the boundary thins..." and "...not dominance but synthesis, achieved through..." The rest dissolved into illegible stains.

You're brooding again, Kyraleth observed through their bond.

Callen looked up through the crystalline dome to where the dragon lounged on the temple's flat roof. Even after six months, the sight of his bonded partner could still take his breath away. Kyraleth had grown since their restoration—thirty feet from nose to tail now, with wings that stretched even wider when fully extended. His scales were the blue-black of deep water, but in the afternoon sun they caught the light like faceted gems, revealing hidden depths of purple and silver. The ridge plates along his spine had sharpened into elegant peaks, and his head had taken on the angular nobility that would only increase with age. His golden eyes, ancient despite his youth, watched Callen through the dome with an intelligence that went beyond animal or human.

I'm researching, Callen corrected, though he knew the dragon was right. The more he learned about what Dragon Singers had been, the more he realized how much they'd lost.

Same thing when you do it, Kyraleth replied with mental amusement, shifting his position. The movement was fluid grace despite his size, each motion deliberate and controlled. Finch broods with excitement. You brood with determination.

As if summoned by his name, Finch burst through the library doors, arms full of scrolls and loose papers, his wild hair even wilder than usual. His spectacles sat askew on his nose, and mud spattered his scholar's robes—now more patches than original fabric.

"Remarkable news!" Finch announced, not bothering with greetings. "Absolutely remarkable! I've been cross-referencing the settlement's birth records with the genealogies we recovered, and the bloodline patterns are—" He stopped mid-stride, finally noticing Callen's expression. "Ah. You're doing the thing where you pretend you're not interested but actually are. Excellent."

Callen sighed, setting aside the damaged text. "What patterns, Finch?"

"Dragon Singer bloodlines aren't random," Finch said, dropping his materials onto a clear section of floor with little regard for their age or fragility. "They follow specific lineages, yes, but more than that—they're awakening in a sequence."

"A sequence?" Callen leaned forward, his interest sharpening despite himself. "You mean there's an order to it?"

"Precisely!" Finch began shuffling through his papers, sending several sliding across the stone floor. He didn't seem to notice. "First the Selwyn line through Amara and Nora, then yours, then these children arriving at our gates."

Callen picked up one of the fallen pages—a genealogical chart covered in Finch's cramped annotations. Red lines connected names across generations, forming patterns he couldn't quite parse.

"It's as if something is calling them active," Finch continued, finally locating the document he wanted.

"The fragment," Callen said. "Valengrim's consciousness."

"Perhaps. Or perhaps something else entirely." Finch pulled out a leather journal, its pages covered in his cramped handwriting. He flipped to a marked page, tapping it emphatically. "I found this reference in three separate texts—'The Silence Before Stars.' Ring any bells?"

Callen shook his head. The phrase meant nothing to him. Through their bond, he felt Kyraleth's attention sharpen.

Ask him to repeat it, the dragon said.

"The Silence Before Stars," Callen repeated aloud. "Kyraleth wants to hear it again."

Finch's eyes lit up. "Does he recognize it?"

No, Kyraleth admitted, frustration coloring his mental voice. But it resonates with something in the inherited memories. Like an echo of an echo. Something my lineage knew but didn't pass down clearly.

"He says it's familiar but he can't place it," Callen translated.

Finch was already moving, crossing to a stack of texts near the window. He selected one bound in faded blue leather, handling it with unusual care.

"Every reference I've found connects it to a time before the dragon purges," he said, carrying the book back. "Before even the first partnerships."

"That would be..." Callen paused, calculating. "Thousands of years."

"At least." Finch opened the book to a marked passage, angling it so Callen could see. "One text called it 'the peace that must break for power to wake.'"

"That's ominous," Callen muttered, running his fingers along the edge of the ancient page. The vellum was surprisingly supple, preserved by methods he couldn't identify.

"There's more," Finch said, his voice dropping as if the library itself might be listening. "But first—look at what I found in the lower vault."

He gestured toward another stack of texts. These were from the temple's lower vault, retrieved just yesterday. The preservation down there was better, the texts protected by some working of the ancient Dragon Singers that even Finch couldn't fully explain.

Callen opened a volume bound in scales that shifted from black to deep purple in the light. The language was archaic, taking him time to parse, but what he read made him sit straighter.

"Finch, look at this."

The scholar scrambled over, nearly knocking over an ink pot in his haste. Together they read:

In the time of the Thirteen, when the world was young and dragons flew without number, the sacred eggs were hidden against the coming dark. Each egg a promise, each shell a prison, each breaking a choice that echoes through ages. The Eternal Guardian keeps watch in the place where silence dwells, waiting for the stars to remember their names.

"Thirteen sacred eggs," Finch breathed. "Not fragments, not remains—eggs. Viable dragon eggs."

"Hidden," Callen added. "Deliberately preserved."

He turned the page carefully, but the next sheet was badly damaged—water stains obscuring most of the text. His jaw tightened with frustration.

"Anything about where?" he asked.

"Not yet. But watch—" Finch pulled out another journal, flipping through pages rapidly. "I've seen that title before. The Eternal Guardian. Though I should warn you, I was wrong about the last 'Guardian' reference I found. Spent three weeks convinced it meant a dragon when it actually referred to a mountain formation." He grimaced. "Cost us a supply expedition that found nothing but rocks." He found his page, tapping it emphatically. "But this reference is different. Multiple corroborating sources across centuries."

"You said that about the mountain too," Callen observed dryly.

"I did," Finch admitted. "But I'm learning to be more careful. The pattern matching here is stronger. I think. I'm about seventy percent confident." He found the passage and read aloud: "'The Eternal Guardian, last of the first, keeper of promises and guardian of futures unborn.'"

"What about the other theory?" Callen asked. "The one about the Eastern Sanctuaries?"

Finch's enthusiasm dimmed. "Dead end. I was so certain the Valengrim texts pointed to eastern coastal sites, but..." He gestured at a pile of discarded notes. "The translation was faulty. I misread a root word—'shore' and 'stone' look nearly identical in Old Draconic. Three weeks of searching the eastern coastline when the texts were actually describing mountain formations."

"A significant setback," Callen said, not unkindly.

"Academic research is largely failure punctuated by occasional success," Finch admitted. "I've been wrong more often than right. But each wrong answer eliminates a possibility."

What he suggests is not possible, Kyraleth interjected, his mental voice carrying unusual uncertainty. Dragons live long, but not eternal. Nothing is eternal.

"Unless it's not meant literally," Callen said slowly, sharing the dragon's thought. "A title passed down, perhaps? Guardian after guardian?"

"That was my first thought too," Finch admitted. He set down the journal and picked up another text, this one water-damaged but partially legible. "But look at this—different hands, different eras, all referencing the same elements."

Callen took the offered text, examining the varying scripts. Finch was right. These weren't copies of one account but independent references spanning what looked like centuries.

"Thirteen eggs, an Eternal Guardian, and this mysterious Silence Before Stars," Callen murmured, setting the text down carefully. "All connected somehow."

"There's more," Callen said, returning to the purple-scaled volume and continuing to read. The next pages were damaged, but he could make out portions:

...when the Silence breaks, the children of two worlds will rise. Not born of corruption but of choice. The Guardian will test their worth, for power without wisdom births only hunger...

The text degraded into illegibility, water damage claiming the rest. Callen carefully set it aside, frustrated by how much knowledge had been lost to time and neglect.

"The children of two worlds," Finch mused. "Human and dragon?"

"Or Pyrin and Dragon Singer," Callen suggested. "Like Nora."

Finch nodded slowly, pulling at his lower lip—a habit Callen had noticed emerged when the scholar was thinking hard. "The Pyrin themselves may be descendants of early Dragon Singer bloodlines. The fire manipulation, the heat resistance—those aren't natural human traits."

"You think they're connected to the Thirteen?"

"I think everything might be connected to the Thirteen." Finch gestured at the scattered texts around them. "These references keep appearing, in documents that have no business knowing about each other. It's as if the Dragon Singers wanted to ensure the knowledge survived, even if scattered."

They worked in companionable silence for a while, each absorbed in different texts. The library was peaceful, dust motes dancing in the afternoon sun. It was easy to forget, in moments like this, that Baron Selwyn was systematically searching for exactly this kind of knowledge.

After another hour of searching for more references, Callen stood and stretched. His body protested—too many hours hunched over ancient texts. He needed to clear his mind, and there was something he'd been meaning to practice.

"I need to work with the drift," he said. "Then Kyraleth and I will scout."

Finch barely looked up from the scroll he was translating. "Yes, yes, go do your Dragon Singer things. I'll keep searching."

Callen moved to the center of the library, where the floor formed a perfect circle of polished stone. He'd discovered that the ancient Dragon Singers had built these meditation spaces throughout the temple, each one designed to focus and amplify drift abilities.

He closed his eyes, extending his awareness through the drift. First came the immediate space—he could feel every book, every stone, every mote of dust. The patterns were clear, distinct. Finch appeared as a bright constellation of nervous energy, his mind racing through translations.

Callen pushed deeper. The drift responded eagerly here, almost as if the temple itself wanted to help. He felt his awareness expand beyond the walls, touching the settlement below. Hundreds of individual signatures, each unique. He could identify Amara in the healer's house, her drift pattern calm and steady. Nora was with the other students, her signature bright as a small sun.

Now for control. Callen focused on a single book across the room, feeling for its weight, its binding, the way it rested on the shelf. Through the drift, he applied the slightest pressure—not physical force, but a manipulation of the energy patterns around it.

The book shifted, sliding out from the shelf by an inch.

"Impressive," Finch said, having looked up to watch. "Your control has improved markedly."

Callen didn't respond, maintaining his concentration. He could feel the connection to Kyraleth strengthening, the dragon's power flowing through their bond. With that added strength, he tried something more ambitious.

He reached for the metal clasps on several books simultaneously, heating them just enough to make them glow faintly. The effort required precise control—too much heat would damage the books, too little would achieve nothing. One by one, five clasps began to emit a soft orange light.

Then he released the energy, letting the metal cool naturally. The drain was noticeable but manageable. Six months ago, such precise manipulation would have exhausted him. Now it felt almost natural.

"Your eyes," Finch observed. "They changed for a moment there. Golden, like the dragon's."

Callen nodded. It happened sometimes when he drew deeply on their bond. The transformation was always temporary, controlled, but it served as a reminder of how intertwined he and Kyraleth had become.

Are you done showing off? Kyraleth asked with amusement. I grow restless.

"Time to fly," Callen said, heading for the door. "We need to check the eastern borders."

He emerged from the library to find Kyraleth stretching luxuriously, his wings extending to their full span. The membrane between the wing bones was semi-translucent in the sunlight, showing the intricate network of blood vessels beneath. His tail, tipped with a spade-like formation that could be used as a weapon or rudder, swept across the temple roof with casual power.

The dragon lowered his great head, and Callen could see his own reflection in one golden eye—small, fragile-looking, yet Kyraleth's equal in their partnership. Callen climbed to his position at the base of Kyraleth's neck, where the ridge plates formed a natural seat that had shaped itself more perfectly over months of flight.

"Aerial practice and scouting," Callen said.

Finally, Kyraleth replied, bunching his muscles.

They launched skyward with a powerful thrust of wings. The ground fell away, the temple shrinking below them. No matter how many times they flew together, the sensation still thrilled Callen—the perfect synthesis of human consciousness and dragon power.

Through their bond, he felt what Kyraleth felt: the wind patterns that created invisible highways in the sky, the thermal columns that provided effortless lift, the pure joy of flight. In return, Kyraleth experienced human perception—tactical assessment, pattern recognition, the ability to plan beyond instinct.

This place unsettles me, Kyraleth admitted, an unusual vulnerability in his mental voice. The stone here carries old echoes. When I rest on the cliff, I sometimes feel... watched. From below.

Watched by what?

I don't know. Something that sleeps but doesn't dream peacefully.

Callen didn’t know what to say to that, so remained quiet.

They climbed higher, the settlement spreading below them like a map. From here, Callen could see everything: the Academy with its practice yards, the expanded forge complex, the new dormitories under construction. The defensive positions Lysara had established were invisible from the ground but obvious from above—a necessity that made him uneasy.

Southeast, Kyraleth said, banking in that direction. I smell something wrong on the wind.

Callen extended his drift sense, letting it flow outward and downward. At this height, with Kyraleth's power reinforcing his own, he could perceive for miles. There—movement in the forest, too organized to be natural.

"Military formation," he said aloud. "Thirty soldiers, maybe forty."

Baron's?

"Has to be. They're establishing a camp. Semi-permanent from the look of it."

Kyraleth descended carefully, using cloud cover to mask their approach. Through the dragon's eyes, Callen could see details impossible for human vision: the Baron's crest on supply wagons, the systematic way the soldiers cleared ground, the defensive positions they were already establishing.

"They're not trying to hide," Callen observed. "They want us to know they're there."

Intimidation, Kyraleth suggested.

"Or distraction." Callen studied the camp layout, memorizing every detail. "This is too obvious. Baron learned from his last attack. He wouldn't announce his presence without reason."

They circled wider, Kyraleth's flight pattern appearing random to any observer but creating an expanding spiral that covered maximum ground. Three miles south, they found another camp. Five miles east, a supply depot under construction.

"He's building a network," Callen said, understanding dawning. "Not for invasion—for containment. He's boxing us in."

Then we should burn them out now, Kyraleth suggested, mental voice carrying heat. Before the box closes.

"And justify everything they say about us being dangerous?" Callen shook his head. "That's what he wants. An excuse to move openly against us."

They performed a series of combat maneuvers as they flew—partly for practice, partly to remind any watching scouts exactly what they faced. Kyraleth executed a perfect Falling Leaf spiral, his body spinning as he dropped before snapping his wings out to arrest the descent. Callen maintained his seat through the violent motion, his body moving in perfect harmony with the dragon's.

Next came the Thunder Strike—a diving attack that ended with Kyraleth's wings creating a sonic crack that echoed across the forest. Trees bent under the pressure wave. If Baron's soldiers hadn't known they were being observed before, they did now.

That felt good, Kyraleth admitted as they climbed back to safer altitude.

"Show off," Callen said, but he was smiling. Through their bond came the dragon's pleasure—not just at the flying, but at the partnership that made such maneuvers possible.

They turned back toward the settlement as the sun began its descent toward the mountains. The afternoon light painted Kyraleth's scales in shades of blue and purple, making him look like a piece of the evening sky come alive.

"We need to accelerate the training," Callen said. "If Baron's building a containment network, we have maybe a month before it's complete."

The children aren't ready for war, Kyraleth observed.

"They won't have a choice. None of us will."

As they approached the temple, Callen saw Finch standing outside the library, waving frantically. Even from a distance, his excitement was obvious.

Kyraleth landed with unusual delicacy for such a large creature, careful not to damage the temple grounds. Finch ran over before Callen had even dismounted.

"I found something!" the scholar exclaimed. "Not a location, but a clue about the Silence Before Stars!"

Callen slid down from Kyraleth's neck, his interest sharpening. "What kind of clue?"

Finch thrust a worn leather journal into his hands—not one of the ancient texts but his own notes, pages bristling with markers. "Start there. The passage I circled."

Callen read aloud, slowly: "The texts describe it as 'the place where dragon songs grew quiet, where the first covenant was broken and might yet be renewed.'"

"Now this one." Finch flipped several pages forward, pointing.

"'A valley that exists outside of maps, where thirteen pillars mark thirteen promises. Where water flows upward and fire gives no heat.'"

Impossible water and cold fire, Kyraleth mused. Sounds like a children's tale.

"Or a place protected by Dragon Singer workings," Callen suggested. "Like the temple preservation, but stronger."

"Exactly what I thought," Finch agreed. He took the journal back, pacing as he spoke—three steps one way, three steps back, his excitement making stillness impossible. "And here's the truly interesting part—one text suggests the Eternal Guardian isn't a dragon at all."

"Then what?" Callen asked.

Finch stopped pacing. When he spoke, his voice had dropped to barely above a whisper.

"A Dragon Singer. The last of the first generation, preserved somehow, waiting." He met Callen's eyes. "Waiting for someone worthy to claim the thirteen eggs. To restore what was lost when the dragons went into the Great Sleep."

"Worthy," Callen repeated. "That's the key word, isn't it? The eggs wait for worthy partners. But what happens if someone tries to claim them by force?"

Finch's face paled. "The texts mention it, actually. Attempts to force bonds with unhatched dragons. The results were..." He swallowed. "The word they use translates roughly as 'soul-tearing.' The dragon's consciousness and the human's become locked in eternal conflict. Neither can survive, neither can die. They exist in perpetual agony."

"Baron wouldn't care about that," Callen said grimly. "Not if he thought he could perfect the process. Find a way to dominate rather than partner."

"That's what frightens me most," Finch admitted. "If he finds these eggs before we do... he won't see hatchlings needing protection. He'll see thirteen weapons waiting to be claimed."

Callen felt something cold run through him—not fear exactly, but a recognition of destiny approaching. Baron searched systematically for sleeping dragons. They had discovered references to preserved eggs and an immortal guardian. The pieces were moving on a board larger than any of them had imagined.

"But where do we even begin to look?" Callen asked. "A valley outside of maps could be anywhere."

"That's the challenge," Finch admitted, his excitement dimming. He slumped against the library's outer wall, suddenly looking tired. "The texts are deliberately vague about location. It's as if the Dragon Singers wanted it found, but only by the right people at the right time."

Perhaps that's exactly what they wanted, Kyraleth suggested. Hidden from the unworthy but calling to those who need it.

"We keep searching the texts," Callen decided. "There must be more clues. And we tell no one else—not even the council. If Baron has spies in the settlement⁠—"

"Agreed," Finch interrupted. He straightened, some of his energy returning. "This stays between us. Well, us and Kyraleth."

And Amara, the dragon added. She deserves to know what might affect Nora's future.

Callen nodded. Amara would need to know, especially given Nora's unique heritage. But beyond that small circle, the knowledge of the Thirteen would remain secret.

As they walked back toward the settlement, Finch chattering about search patterns and ancient linguistics, Callen felt the weight of a mystery that might be their salvation—or their doom. They'd found hints of power that could change everything, but no map to find it.

The sun set behind the mountains, painting the sky in shades of fire. Somewhere in that vast expanse, the Silence Before Stars waited to be found. And somewhere else, Baron Selwyn's forces drew their net tighter.

Time was running out. They needed to find more clues, decipher the cryptic references, and locate this hidden valley before Baron's systematic search stumbled upon it by chance. The thirteen eggs, if they existed, could not fall into his hands.

The drift pulsed through him, stronger than ever. Through his bond with Kyraleth, he felt the dragon's determination matching his own. Whatever came next—Baron's forces, mysterious guardians, or ancient eggs waiting to hatch—they would face it together.

But first, they had to find it.


Chapter Three


SETTLEMENT POLITICS



The forge sang its familiar song, but today Callen worked with more than hammer and heat. He stood before a half-formed blade, eyes closed, extending his drift sense into the metal itself. The iron's crystalline structure revealed itself to his perception—a lattice of patterns waiting to be shaped.

He didn't touch the hammer. Instead, he reached through the drift, feeling for the stress points within the metal. There—a flaw that would have caused weakness, invisible to the eye but clear as day to his enhanced senses. With careful pressure through the drift, he encouraged the molecules to realign, the flaw healing itself from within.

The metal grew warm under his manipulation, not from external heat but from the energy of transformation. Scales rippled across his forearms as he drew on his connection to Kyraleth, using the dragon's strength to stabilize his control. When he opened his eyes, the blade glowed with internal light, its structure perfected in ways no traditional forging could achieve.

"That's unsettling to watch," a voice said from the doorway.

Callen turned to find Elder Tomald, one of the original settlement leaders, watching with a mixture of awe and discomfort. The older man had accepted Callen's presence, even supported the Academy's construction, but the casual display of power still made him nervous.

"It's just another forging technique," Callen said, though he knew it was far more than that.

"Council meeting," Tomald said, getting to business. "Resource allocation for your school. Again." The slight emphasis on 'again' wasn't lost on Callen. "Elder Morvane has... concerns."

Callen set the blade aside to cool naturally. He'd been expecting this. The Academy's rapid growth had strained the settlement's resources, and not everyone was happy about it.

"I'll be there shortly," he said.

Tomald nodded and left, but Callen caught his backward glance at the still-glowing blade. Fear and fascination warred in the man's expression—the same look Callen saw on too many faces these days.

He cleaned his hands and donned a simple tunic over his work clothes. No point in appearing before the council covered in forge soot, though part of him suspected some would prefer him that way—just a blacksmith, not a Dragon Singer who could reshape metal with thought alone.

Callen passed the settlement's original well on his way to the council chamber. He'd walked by it hundreds of times, but today he paused. The stone rim was ancient—far older than the buildings around it—and the shaft descended into darkness that seemed to swallow his lantern light without reflection.

A sound rose from the depths. Not water. Something almost like breathing.

He moved on, telling himself it was wind in the shaft. But the sound followed him in memory long after.

The council chamber occupied the settlement's largest building—a former grain warehouse hastily converted when their population began its explosive growth. The massive oak beams overhead still carried the sweet scent of ancient harvests, though now they supported banners representing each faction within their fractured community. The original settlers' green and brown hung beside the Pyrin's flame-touched copper, the Academy's new standard of black and silver, and even the simple white cloth of the Kingdom refugees who'd fled Baron's recruitment. Mismatched tables had been arranged in a rough circle, some scarred wood from the original settlement, others hastily constructed from salvaged materials. Oil lamps cast uneven light, creating pools of shadow between the delegations where distrust and old grievances lurked.

The room was already crowded when he arrived, voices creating a low rumble of competing conversations. The original settlement council of five had expanded to nearly twenty representatives—each group demanding their voice be heard. Pyrin refugees clustered together, their copper-toned skin and careful distance from the others a reminder of centuries of persecution. Families with gifted children sat protectively around their young ones, some of whom showed visible signs of their abilities—a girl whose fingers sparked when she gestured, a boy whose shadow seemed to move independently. Former Kingdom citizens occupied their own section, their fine clothes worn but still marking them as different, outsiders who'd chosen exile over Baron's promises of power.

Lysara stood near the map table, her expression grim. Commander Seralyn of the Pyrin forces sat beside her, copper armor gleaming despite the dim light. Elder Morvane—a severe woman with iron-gray hair who'd lost her own settlement to Kingdom expansion—occupied the seat directly across from where Callen would sit. The positioning was deliberate.

"Now that everyone's here," Morvane began without preamble, "perhaps we can discuss what everyone's thinking but not saying. The dragon above us, the Academy draining our resources, and whether we're building a future or simply delaying our destruction."

Several people shifted uncomfortably. Morvane had a gift for cutting directly to uncomfortable truths.

"The Academy has grown from twelve students to nearly sixty in three weeks," she continued, producing a ledger that she opened with deliberate ceremony. "Let me be specific about what that means. Sixty students require three meals a day—that's one hundred and eighty meals. Each student needs bedding, clothing suitable for training, practice materials that are often destroyed in the learning process."

She turned a page. "Meanwhile, our productive members—farmers, crafters, builders—remain the same. We have forty-two active farmers feeding nearly a thousand people. Eighteen builders trying to house new arrivals while maintaining existing structures. Seven blacksmiths, including Master Callen when he's not teaching, to supply tools and weapons."

"The new arrivals include skilled workers," Amara said from her seat beside the healers' representative. "Three blacksmiths, two weavers, multiple farmers⁠—"

"Who spend their time watching their children learn to breathe fire and shatter stone," Morvane interrupted. "Thesk the blacksmith hasn't touched his hammer in two weeks—he's too busy ensuring his son doesn't accidentally melt the practice swords. Mira stopped weaving when her daughter's drift abilities manifested and shattered her loom."

"These parents need time to adjust," Amara countered. "Their children are manifesting abilities that could kill them or others if uncontrolled. Would you have them ignore that danger?"

"I would have them contribute while their children learn," Morvane replied. "We cannot sustain a population where a quarter of our adults have become full-time observers of their children's education."

"The Academy provides structure—" Callen began.

"The Academy provides hope," Morvane cut him off. "I don't dispute that. But hope doesn't fill empty stomachs or repair roofs before winter. We're consuming resources at one and a half times our production rate. Our grain stores are at sixty percent of where they should be for this time of year. At this rate, we'll face shortages before spring."

"The trade agreements—" someone started.

"Are promises, not grain," Morvane finished. "Other settlements say they'll trade with us, but when Baron's forces surround us, will those promises hold?"

The chamber erupted in arguments—old settlers pointing out they'd survived before the newcomers arrived, new arrivals arguing they brought skills and knowledge, parents of gifted children insisting their young ones needed protection and training. Through it all, Morvane watched with grim satisfaction. She'd accomplished her goal: exposing the fractures in their unity.

"We have bigger concerns than resource allocation," Lysara said, raising her voice above the din and unrolling a map marked with new notations. "Kingdom patrols have increased threefold along our borders. They're not attacking, just... testing. Seeing how we respond."

"I've seen them," Callen confirmed. "Baron's forces are establishing a network of camps. Semi-permanent structures, supply depots. They're building infrastructure for something larger."

"Containment," Commander Seralyn said, studying the map. "Classic military strategy. Isolate the target, control supply lines, wait for weakness."

"Or wait until they're strong enough that one dragon doesn't scare them anymore," someone muttered from the back.

The words hung in the air like smoke. It was the fear no one wanted to voice—that Kyraleth, for all his power, was still just one dragon against an army that grew larger every day.

"How many hybrids can Baron create?" Elder Tomald asked. "His Evolution Institute has been recruiting for months."

"Hundreds, potentially," Callen admitted. "Maybe more. And each one is a human consciousness trapped in a dragon body, forced to serve. They're victims as much as weapons, but that doesn't make them less dangerous."

"Then we're sitting here waiting to be overwhelmed," Morvane said bluntly. "Building a school for children while Baron builds an army."

"His hybrids are expendable to him," Callen said, the words tasting bitter. "Marten told me something—before he defected, he overheard Baron speaking to his inner circle. The hybrid army is a means to an end. Baron called them 'preliminary experiments.' His real goal is something he called 'the ascension'—becoming bonded to a true dragon, not just wearing their parts."

The room fell silent.

"He wants to be a Dragon Singer," Lysara said flatly. "That's insane. You can't force⁠—"

"He believes he can," Callen interrupted. "And he's spent years gathering the fragments, the knowledge, the resources to try. Everything he's done—the Evolution Institute, the systematic searches, even recruiting Nora's grandfather—it all points toward one goal: forcing what should only be given freely." He sighed. “The school is our army," Callen said, letting authority enter his voice. "Not for war, but for defense. Every child who learns control is one less victim for Baron's experiments. Every Dragon Singer who awakens is a potential partnership that could change the balance."

"Potential," Morvane repeated. "Meanwhile, we have real concerns. Food stores running low. Winter preparations behind schedule. And after what happened with Scholar Nessa..."

Commander Seralyn's face darkened at the mention.

"She fooled all of us," Elder Tomald said, though not unkindly.

"She fooled me," Seralyn corrected. "I should have seen it. The questions she asked, always about bloodlines and manifestations. The way she documented every child's ability. I thought she was being thorough." Her hand moved to her sword hilt, an unconscious gesture of frustration.

Callen knew he should have seen it with her, but she’d played on the fact that they’d once been close. He hadn’t seen it, because he thought she’d changed—the way that he had changed.

"We've implemented screening procedures," Lysara said. "Everyone who enters the settlement is checked, their story verified⁠—"

"By whom?" Morvane challenged. "Who do we trust to do the checking when anyone could be compromised?"

"We need a formal structure," Callen said. "A security council dedicated to this specific issue. Not just checking new arrivals, but monitoring for signs of infiltration, establishing protocols for information security."

"Who would serve?" Tomald asked.

"Seven members," Lysara suggested. "Large enough that no single person could compromise it, small enough to be effective. Two from the original settlement, two from new arrivals, two from the Pyrin refugees, and one from the Kingdom expatriates."

"I'll serve for the original settlers," Morvane said immediately. "If everyone's so concerned about my suspicions, let me put them to use."

"Seralyn for the Pyrin," someone suggested, but she shook her head.

"I've proven my judgment can be flawed. Choose someone else."

"Your awareness of that flaw makes you better qualified, not worse," Lysara said. "You'll never make the same mistake again."

The debate over security council membership continued for several minutes, but eventually seven names were agreed upon: Morvane and Tomald for the original settlers, Seralyn and Elder Vasrin for the Pyrin, a former merchant named Garrett and an escaped scholar named Deylin for the new arrivals, and surprisingly, a former Kingdom officer named Marten who'd defected rather than participate in Baron's experiments.

Marten caught Callen's eye and nodded—a simple acknowledgment between men who'd both left behind lives that had become untenable. Unlike most defectors, Marten had a specific reason for fleeing. He’d told Callen his reason. His younger brother had volunteered for the Evolution Institute, full of hope and ambition. For three months, Marten had received letters describing the procedures, the other subjects, the Baron's methods—until the letters stopped. When Marten finally saw his brother again, the thing wearing his face didn't recognize him. That was when Marten understood what "evolution" really meant, and what it cost.

"How do we actually screen people?" Marten asked. "I know Baron's methods. His agents are trained to pass casual scrutiny."

"Multiple approaches," Callen suggested. "Background verification through multiple sources. Observation periods before full integration. And..." he paused, considering his words carefully, "the drift can reveal strong emotional states—fear, deception, hostile intent. Not thoughts, but the feelings underneath them. Combined with traditional methods, it might catch what simple questioning misses."

"So we trust everything to your mysterious powers," Morvane said, her tone making it clear what she thought of that. "The same powers that drew Baron's attention in the first place."

The chamber erupted in arguments again, but Callen had stopped listening. Through his connection with Kyraleth, he felt something—a shift in the dragon's attention, focused northward.

The ancient one stirs, Kyraleth said. Nora's connection to it grows stronger.

The debate continued for another hour, but eventually, compromises were reached. Resource allocation for the Academy would continue but with stricter oversight. The security council would be established with the seven chosen members. Trade negotiations would be pursued aggressively.

As the council dispersed, Callen caught Amara's eye. She nodded slightly—they needed to talk privately.

They met in the healer's garden behind her workshop, where herb scents provided cover for conversation and habit made eavesdropping difficult. Amara tended her plants while they talked, hands busy with familiar work.

"Morvane has a point," she said without preamble. "We're growing too fast, attracting too much attention."

"We don't have a choice," Callen replied. "Baron's not waiting. Every day his search pattern expands, his Evolution Institute produces more abominations." He paused, then decided to share what he and Finch had discovered. "There are thirteen dragon eggs hidden somewhere. Protected by something called the Eternal Guardian."

Amara's hands stilled on the healing herbs. "Thirteen dragons?"

"If they still exist. If we can find them. If the Guardian judges us worthy." He laughed bitterly. "Too many ifs."

"And if Baron finds them first?"

"Then we face an army of corrupted dragons with only Kyraleth to stand against them." Callen moved closer, lowering his voice. "But there's something else. That dragon Nora's been hearing—the ancient one in the north."

Amara's expression tightened. They'd discussed this before, her daughter's growing connection to something beyond their understanding.

"She says it's been showing her more," Amara said quietly. "Images of the first corruption, how it spread. It was there, Callen. It saw everything happen."

"Then we need to find it," Callen said. "That dragon might have answers about the Eternal Guardian, the thirteen eggs, even how to prevent corruption from spreading again."

"What if..." Amara paused, a thought visibly forming. "What if the dragon calling to Nora isn't just any ancient dragon? What if it's connected to the Guardian somehow? The texts Finch found said the Guardian was a Dragon Singer, preserved somehow. But what if that preservation involved a dragon partnership?"

The possibility hung between them, tantalizing and terrifying in equal measure.

“I don’t know, but we may need to know.”

"May? It's calling to our nine-year-old daughter," Amara said, fear creeping into her voice. "A dragon that's been alone for centuries, possibly mad from isolation."

"Or desperate for connection," Callen countered. "Nora says it's scared, lonely. It chose her because of her unique heritage—Pyrin and Dragon Singer blood combined."

"She's too young for this burden."

"We all are." Callen reached out, almost touching her hand before catching himself. The boundaries between them remained, even after everything they'd been through. "But she's strong, Amara. Stronger than either of us were at her age."

"Because she's had to be," Amara said softly. "Because of what we've exposed her to."

They stood in silence for a moment, the weight of parental guilt heavy between them. Then Amara straightened, the noble bearing she'd never quite lost asserting itself.

"If we're going to find this northern dragon, we need to be smart about it," she said. "Baron's forces are watching. Any major expedition would be noticed."

"Agreed. We'd need a small group, a plausible reason for traveling." Callen thought for a moment. "The trade negotiations. We could send envoys to the northern settlements, establish new agreements. Nora could come as part of the diplomatic mission—her grandfather's name still carries weight in some circles, despite everything."

"Because of everything," Amara corrected. "My father’s reputation makes people curious about his granddaughter who stands against him. So I'm coming too," Amara said firmly. "If we're taking Nora toward something this dangerous, this unknown, she needs both her parents. And..." she hesitated, then continued, "my healing skills might be necessary. An ancient dragon, isolated for centuries—who knows what condition it's in?"

Callen nodded. It made sense, and truthfully, he'd feel better with Amara there. Her practical wisdom had saved them more than once.

"When?" Amara asked.

"Soon. Before winter makes mountain travel impossible. Before Baron's containment network is complete." Callen looked toward the northern mountains, invisible beyond the settlement's walls but always present in his awareness. "Two weeks, maybe three."

"The council won't like it. Morvane will see it as abandonment."

"The council doesn't need to know the real purpose. As far as they're concerned, it's just trade negotiations." He paused. "Though Lysara should be informed. And Kyraleth, obviously."

I heard my name, the dragon's mental voice interjected. The northern journey? I agree it's necessary. The ancient one's knowledge could change everything.

"Kyraleth agrees," Callen told Amara.

She smiled slightly. "I still find it unnerving when you do that—have entire conversations I can only hear half of."

"You could hear all of it," Callen said carefully. "The blood connection exists. Nora proves that Dragon Singer heritage runs in your family."

"I'm a healer, not a warrior."

"Dragon Singers were never meant to be just warriors. They were bridges, translators, peacekeepers." He gestured toward the settlement around them. "We need healers who understand dragon injuries, who can treat the growing pains of transformation. You've already been doing it without realizing."

Amara was quiet for a long moment, considering. "Perhaps. But not now. Too much is happening too fast already."

She was right, of course. The settlement was balanced on a knife's edge, resources stretched thin, trust fractured by betrayal, fear growing with each report of Baron's expanding forces. Adding another Dragon Singer awakening to the mix might be the weight that broke them.

"The northern dragon, though," Amara said, returning to the immediate concern. "If Nora's connection to it grows stronger..."

"Then we need to reach it before it becomes dangerous," Callen finished. "A dragon that desperate for contact might not always be gentle in its approach."

Through the garden window, they could see Nora with the other students, practicing fire control under Elder Shendra's watchful eye. She laughed as her flame dragon chased another student's fire bird around the practice yard, both constructs dissolving into harmless sparks when they collided.

She looked like what she was—a nine-year-old girl playing with friends. But Callen could see more through his drift sense: the power burning within her, brighter than any of the other students, marked by dragon-song in ways that would only grow stronger.

"We'll protect her," he said, the words both promise and prayer.

"We'll try," Amara corrected, ever practical. "But she's already beyond our protection in some ways. The dragon calls to her. Her grandfather hunts for her. The world itself seems to be pushing her toward some destiny we can't see."

"Then we make sure she's ready for it. Training, knowledge, allies—everything we can give her."

Amara nodded, then returned to her herbs with deliberate focus. "Two weeks to prepare for the northern journey. I'll need medical supplies for mountain travel, cold-weather preparations. And someone to manage the healer's house while we're gone."

"I'll handle the diplomatic aspects. Make it look routine, necessary for trade."

"And Nora?"

"We tell her the truth, or at least part of it. She deserves that much."

They parted ways, each returning to their duties. Callen walked back through the settlement, noting the changes recent growth had brought. New buildings crowded against old ones. Children with dangerous gifts practiced in spaces barely adequate to contain them. Guards watched the walls with expressions that mixed determination and fear.

Morvane was right about one thing—they couldn't sustain this indefinitely. Either they found a way forward, a path to stability and strength, or Baron would eventually overwhelm them through simple mathematics. One dragon, no matter how powerful, couldn't stand against hundreds of hybrids.

But thirteen dragons? Thirteen restored partnerships between human and dragon, created by choice rather than force?

That might be enough to change everything.

If they could find them. If they were still viable. If the Eternal Guardian judged them worthy.

Too many ifs, as he'd told Amara. But they had to try.

The northern dragon called to Nora, holding memories of the first corruption. The thirteen eggs waited somewhere, protected by an immortal guardian. Baron's forces grew stronger every day, his search pattern expanding inexorably toward hidden secrets.

Time was running out for peaceful solutions. Soon, very soon, they would have to choose: hide and hope, or seek power that had been hidden for good reason.

Callen looked toward the Academy, where children learned to control forces that could reshape the world. They were building something unprecedented—a place where human and dragon power could coexist, where partnership replaced domination.

It was worth protecting. Worth the risks they would have to take.

Even if those risks included trusting an ancient, lonely dragon with his daughter's future.


Chapter Four


UNEXPECTED VISITORS



"Close your eyes," Callen instructed, his voice carrying across the Academy's practice yard. Twenty students sat cross-legged on the worn stone of the circular training ground, one of three such spaces they'd carved from the hillside. Morning mist still clung to the ground around them, drifting between the practice weapons racked along the walls and pooling in the carved channels that directed rainwater away from the training area. The oak that shaded the western portion of the yard dropped occasional leaves onto the students' shoulders, its branches scarred from years of errant fire practice. Behind them, the Academy's main building rose three stories, its windows reflecting the early sun like watchful eyes. "The drift isn't something you see. It's something you feel."

He moved among them, noting their postures, their breathing patterns. Some tried too hard, faces scrunched in concentration. Others barely tried at all, convinced they lacked the sensitivity. Both approaches were wrong.

"Mykal," he said, stopping beside the Kingdom defector's son. "You're forcing it. The drift is like water—the harder you grasp, the less you hold."

The boy relaxed slightly, though tension still corded his shoulders.

"Better." Callen moved to the center of the group. "The drift flows through everything—stone, metal, flesh, air itself. Most people feel it without knowing what it is. The blacksmith who knows exactly when to strike. The healer who senses where the pain truly lies. The mother who wakes moments before her child cries."

He extended his own awareness, letting them feel the edges of his drift sense like ripples in a pond. The sensation spread outward in controlled waves—first touching those nearest, then expanding to encompass the entire group. Before his bond with Kyraleth, Callen could have managed perhaps a quarter of this range, and nowhere near this clarity. The dragon's power didn't just amplify his abilities; it transformed them into something entirely new. Where once he'd felt drift signatures as vague impressions, now each student appeared in his perception as a distinct constellation of energy, their emotions coloring the patterns like aurora across night sky.

Several students gasped. Seera, the girl who heard dragon-song, swayed slightly as the sensation washed over her, her own sensitivity making her more susceptible to the demonstration.

"What you're feeling now is my drift signature," Callen explained, carefully modulating the intensity so it remained instructional rather than overwhelming. "Every living thing has one, unique as a fingerprint but constantly changing with emotion, health, intent. Learning to read these signatures is the foundation of drift mastery."

"Master Callen," a girl named Vera raised her hand tentatively. "Is it true that Dragon Singers could feel drift across entire kingdoms?"

"The stories exaggerate," Callen said, though he thought of his connection with Kyraleth, how it extended his awareness for miles. "But distance isn't the real measure of drift mastery. Precision is. Watch."

He picked up a training sword from the weapons rack, solid iron, well-balanced but nothing special. Closing his eyes, he extended his awareness into the metal itself.

"Every material has what we call a resonance pattern," he said, his voice taking on the teaching cadence he'd developed over months of instruction. "Metal is easiest for most to sense—it holds patterns strongly, responds to intention. But metal forged with purpose, with focus, holds something more."

The sword began to hum, a low vibration that the students could hear as well as feel. Callen opened his eyes, letting them see the faint golden tinge that marked his partial transformation.

"This blade was forged by Gerand, three weeks ago. He was angry that day—his son had been rejected from the Academy, deemed too old to safely develop abilities." The humming changed pitch slightly. "That anger is still in the metal. Not thoughts or memories, but the emotional resonance of its creation."

"Can you remove it?" Kess asked, leaning forward with interest. The former street thief had proven particularly adept at sensing emotional imprints.

"Not remove," Callen corrected. "Transform. Anger into determination. Fear into caution. The emotion remains but changes character." He focused, and the sword's hum shifted to something cleaner, clearer. "This is what the ancient Dragon Singers understood—the drift isn't just about sensing. It's about harmony. Finding the patterns and either working with them or gently redirecting them."

He set the sword aside, noting how several students immediately tried to sense what he'd done to it. Good. Curiosity drove learning better than instruction.

"But Dragon Singers were more than drift users," he continued, settling into his own seated position. "They were bridges between two worlds that never quite understood each other. Dragons think in centuries, humans in years. Dragons see patterns of power and territory, humans see families and communities."

"Is that why partnerships failed?" Mykal asked. "They couldn't understand each other?"

"They failed because people forgot the first rule of partnership." Callen let his gaze move across each young face. "Equality. The moment one partner seeks to dominate the other, corruption begins. It might take years to manifest, but the seed is planted."

He thought of Baron's hybrids—human consciousness trapped in monstrous flesh that was neither truly dragon nor human, twisted amalgamations of scale and sinew that screamed in agony with every breath. The ultimate corruption of what partnership should be.

"Elder Shendra says the Pyrin were friends with dragons once," Seera said softly. "Before the purges."

"More than friends," Callen confirmed. "The Pyrin gift—fire manifestation—some scholars believe it came from prolonged proximity to dragons over generations. Not interbreeding, but a kind of resonance. Humans adapting to coexist with beings of flame and power."

"Could it happen again?" Vera asked. "Could we develop new gifts just from being near dragons?"

It was a perceptive question, one Callen had been pondering himself as he watched the Academy's students develop abilities at unprecedented rates.

"Possibly," he admitted. "Your generation is already showing variations we've never seen before. Kess shatters things at a distance. Mykal can sense metal through stone walls. Seera hears dragon-song. These aren't traditional abilities from any bloodline we know."

"We're evolving," Kess said with a mix of pride and uncertainty.

"Or remembering," Callen suggested. "The ancient texts speak of abilities we've lost. Dragon Singers who could walk through fire unburned. Pyrin who could speak to flames and hear answers. Perhaps these gifts never truly disappeared, just went dormant."

A bell rang from the Academy's main building—the signal for class rotation. The students began to rise, but Callen held up a hand.

"Practice task for tomorrow," he said. "Choose an object—something small, personal. Spend time sensing its drift signature. Learn its patterns. Tomorrow, you'll exchange objects with a partner and see if you can identify which belongs to whom based solely on the resonance."

They dispersed with the usual chatter of young people, debating who would be best at the exercise, making small wagers on success. Callen watched them go with mixed feelings. They were learning so fast, absorbing in weeks what had taken him years to understand. But then, his training had been different—the Black Veil had taught drift as a weapon, a tool for infiltration and assassination. Feel the heartbeat through the wall to know when to strike. Sense the fear to exploit weakness. These children learned drift as connection, as understanding, as the foundation for partnership rather than domination. Perhaps that's why they progressed so quickly—they weren't fighting against the drift's true nature the way he'd been forced to for so many years. Still, they were children preparing for a war that seemed increasingly inevitable.

Elder Shendra arrived as the last student left, her aged face bearing the ritual burn scars of a traditional Pyrin elder. Despite her years, she moved with the controlled grace of someone who had spent a lifetime managing internal fire.

"My turn with the younglings," she said, her voice carrying the smoke-roughness of age. "Fire control. Much less philosophical than your lessons."

"Fire is plenty philosophical," Callen said. "Creation and destruction in the same breath."

"Spoken like someone who's never had to teach a seven-year-old not to burn down their bedroom," Shendra replied dryly. "Your daughter excluded, of course. Nora has exceptional control for her age."

At the mention of Nora, Callen glanced toward the smaller practice yard where the youngest students gathered. His daughter sat apart from the others, absently creating small flame flowers that bloomed and died in her palms. Even from a distance, he could see the distraction in her posture.

"I should speak with her," he said.

Shendra nodded. "The child carries heavy thoughts for one so young. The burden of being exceptional, perhaps."

Callen made his way to where Nora sat, settling beside her on the stone bench. For a moment, neither spoke. The flame flowers continued their cycle—bloom, fade, bloom again.

"You've been quiet lately," he said finally.

Nora's hands stilled, the flames dying. "I didn't want to worry anyone."

"About the dragon?"

She nodded, still not meeting his eyes. "It's getting stronger, Papa. The calling. Not louder, but... deeper. Like it's becoming part of me."

Callen felt cold despite the warm morning. "What does it show you now?"

"The same memories of the corruption, but more detailed. I can see faces now, Dragon Singers who tried to stop what was happening. They failed because they didn't understand it wasn't an attack from outside. The corruption came from within, from partnerships where trust broke." She paused, finally looking up at him. "Papa, the dragon is scared it's happening again. It says Baron's hybrids feel like the beginning of the old corruption. Forced bonds creating something wrong in the world."

"Has it asked you to do anything? To come find it?"

Nora hesitated, and that hesitation told Callen everything.

"It wants me to bring something," she said quietly. "Not now, but when I come. It keeps showing me an image—a crystal sphere, clouded like frozen breath. It says I'll know it when I see it, that it's important for... for keeping the corruption from spreading."

"A crystal sphere," Callen repeated, his mind racing through the texts he'd been studying. Nothing matched the description, but then so much knowledge had been lost.

"There's something else," Nora said, her voice dropping to barely a whisper. "Sometimes, when the connection is strongest, I hear another voice. Not the dragon. Someone else, speaking words I don't understand. They sound sad, Papa. So incredibly sad."

Before Callen could respond, Elder Shendra called out, "Young flames! Time to learn why control matters more than power!"

Nora stood, brushing off her practice clothes. "I should go."

"Nora," Callen caught her shoulder gently. "You did right telling me. We'll figure this out together."

She smiled—a mix of relief and worry that no nine-year-old should wear. "I know, Papa. But sometimes I wonder if together will be enough."

As Nora turned to leave, she stumbled, catching herself against the stone bench. Her eyes unfocused for a moment.

"Nora?" Callen reached for her.

"I'm fine. Just..." She shook her head. "Sometimes I feel things. Not the dragon's voice—that's clear. This is different. Like echoes. Earlier, when the students were practicing, I could feel which ones were about to lose control before it happened. Like their fire was talking to mine."

Callen felt a chill. "How long has this been happening?"

"A few weeks? It started small. Knowing when the cooking fires needed tending before they died. Feeling when the forge was too hot from across the settlement." She looked at her hands. "It's getting stronger. Today I felt something from the south—something wrong. Cold-fire, like flames that hate being alive."

The Baron's convoy, Callen realized. She'd sensed his enhanced soldiers hours before they arrived. “We’ll talk about it later,” he said.

She ran off to join the other young Pyrin, leaving Callen with a cold weight in his stomach. Another voice speaking through the dragon connection? That suggested something far more complex than a lonely ancient dragon seeking companionship.

You're concerned, Kyraleth observed through their bond. The dragon was perched on his usual cliff—a limestone outcrop that jutted from the mountainside like a natural watchtower, worn smooth by centuries of wind and weather. From there, Kyraleth could survey the entire valley, his golden eyes missing nothing. The cliff face below him bore the marks of his claws where he'd carved handholds for climbing, and a natural overhang provided shelter during storms. His blue-black form contrasted sharply against the pale stone, making him visible for miles—a deliberate warning to any who might threaten the settlement.

The situation with Nora is evolving faster than expected, Callen replied, walking toward the cliff path. We need to patrol. I want to search for any trace of dragon fragments or eggs while we're out.

The likelihood of finding anything from the air is minimal, Kyraleth pointed out even as he lowered himself for Callen to mount.

I know. But I need to do something. Sitting still while threats gather feels like waiting for death.

They launched skyward, the settlement shrinking below. The morning mist was burning off, revealing the full scope of their territory. From above, Callen could see the patterns of growth—new buildings spreading like roots from the original settlement core, the Academy standing apart like a statement of intent.

He extended his drift sense as they flew, letting it flow outward and downward. The familiar signatures of the settlement faded, replaced by the quieter patterns of forest and stone. He pushed deeper, searching for anything unusual—the distinctive resonance of dragon fragments, the sleeping potential of hidden eggs.

For the first several miles, nothing. Just the ordinary drift of the natural world, beautiful in its complexity but revealing no secrets. They flew an expanding spiral pattern, Kyraleth's powerful wings carrying them over territories they'd patrolled dozens of times.

Then, faint as a whisper, Callen felt something. Not an egg or a fragment, but a collection of small resonances that sang with familiar energy. He guided Kyraleth toward the source—a ravine he'd passed over before but never properly investigated.

They landed on a rocky outcrop above the ravine. Callen dismounted, moving carefully down the steep slope. The drift signatures grew stronger, pulling him toward a section of wall covered in hanging vines.

Behind the vegetation, he found them. Fragments. Dozens of tiny pieces, none larger than his thumbnail, embedded in the rock face like stars in the night sky. They pulsed with weak but unmistakable dragon energy.

"Old," he said aloud. "These have been here for centuries."

A dragon died here, Kyraleth said, his mental voice carrying unusual solemnity. Died badly. The fragments scattered from explosive force.

Callen carefully pried one fragment loose, feeling its resonance against his palm. Unlike the shell fragment he'd carried before, this felt... empty. Drained. Whatever consciousness had once resided in the dragon was long gone.

"Baron's search teams would have found this eventually," he said, collecting several more fragments. They might be drained, but Finch would want to study them.

Southwest, Kyraleth suddenly announced. Movement on the main road.

Callen quickly climbed back to the dragon, securing the fragments in his belt pouch. They took to the air again, banking toward the road that connected their settlement to the southern kingdoms.

What they saw made Callen's blood chill.

A convoy approached—not merchants or refugees, but a formal diplomatic procession. Kingdom banners flew beside the white flag of truce. Twenty mounted soldiers in ceremonial armor, a decorated carriage that likely held some noble or official, and supply wagons marked with Baron Selwyn's crest.

They're coming to us openly, Kyraleth observed. No hiding, no subterfuge.

Which means they want something, Callen replied. Or they're confident enough that they no longer need to hide.

They circled once, making sure the convoy saw them—a reminder that the settlement had a dragon defending it. Several soldiers looked up nervously, hands moving to weapons before remembering their peaceful mission.

We should warn the settlement, Kyraleth said.

Yes. But first, I want to know who's in that carriage.

Callen extended his drift sense, carefully probing the convoy. The soldiers registered as typical military—disciplined, alert, slightly afraid. The servants driving the supply wagons felt bored, tired from travel. But the carriage...

Two signatures. One felt wrong—not just cold and calculating, but artificially enhanced somehow. The drift patterns were layered, as if multiple resonances had been forcibly woven together. It reminded him unpleasantly of the enhanced soldiers from Baron's assault, but more refined, more stable. The other signature was younger, nervous but trying to hide it, with an underlying resonance that suggested natural drift sensitivity.

"I don't recognize the enhanced one," Callen said aloud. "But that pattern... it's similar to what I felt from Baron's commanders during the assault. One of his 'Blessed' perhaps—surgically modified with dragon elements."

Then this is not a peaceful embassy, Kyraleth said grimly.

"No. Baron doesn't send his enhanced assets on genuine diplomatic missions. This is either a test of our defenses or bait for a trap. Either way, we need to get back."

They flew hard toward the settlement, Kyraleth's wings beating with urgency that sent them racing through the air fast enough to make Callen's eyes water. Below, the convoy continued its steady approach. At their current pace, they would arrive within the hour.

As they neared the settlement, Callen saw the walls were already active with movement. Someone else had spotted the convoy. Good. They would have time to prepare a proper reception.

But as Kyraleth descended toward his usual perch, Callen's mind raced through possibilities. Why would Baron send one of his enhanced commanders under a flag of truce? What could they want that required diplomacy rather than force?

The fragments in his pouch seemed to pulse with warmth, as if responding to his agitation. Empty shells of dead dragons, yet still carrying some echo of power. Like everything else lately, they raised more questions than answers.

He dismounted quickly, already moving toward the council chamber. They needed to decide how to respond to this unexpected embassy. But in his heart, Callen knew this visit would change things. Baron Selwyn didn't send diplomatic missions without purpose.

The game was evolving, and Callen suspected they were about to learn the new rules.

Through his bond with Kyraleth came a simple thought: Whatever they want, we should assume the opposite would be best for us.

It was cynical. It was probably accurate. And it was how Callen intended to approach whatever came next.

The bell tower rang out—three long notes followed by three short. The signal for potential threat, peaceful approach. The settlement would gather, weapons close but not drawn, ready for whatever Baron's embassy brought to their gates.

Time to see what new game the Baron wanted to play.


Chapter Five


UNEXPECTED VISITORS



The carriage door opened with deliberate ceremony, and Callen's blood turned to ice.

Baron Cornelius Selwyn stepped out, his movements carrying the same refined grace that Callen remembered from their last encounter—when the Baron had personally led the assault on their sanctuary, when Stark had betrayed them all. He wore traveling clothes of the finest quality—deep blue wool unmarred by road dust, as if dirt itself didn't dare touch him. His silver hair was perfectly styled, his bearing that of a man attending court rather than arriving at a settlement that had repelled his forces mere months ago.

Behind him, four guards emerged—not the regular Kingdom soldiers Callen had expected, but something else. They moved with too much precision, their eyes tracked too quickly, and when one turned his head, Callen caught a glimpse of geometric scale patterns grafted along his neck. Augmented. Not the monstrous hybrids Baron had thrown at them before, but humans enhanced with dragon elements. Subtle modifications that might pass unnoticed at a distance.

"Impossible," Lysara breathed from beside him. They stood just outside the settlement gates with a small delegation—Callen, Lysara, Commander Seralyn, and Elder Morvane, who'd insisted on witnessing whatever treachery Baron planned.

The impossible part wasn't Baron's presence. It was that Callen hadn't sensed him. Even now, standing fifty feet away, the Baron's drift signature was muted, somehow suppressed. Not hidden—that would have been noticeable in its own way—but dampened to seem utterly ordinary.

Let me burn them, Kyraleth's mental voice carried raw fury. The dragon crouched on his cliff, wings half-spread, a low rumble building in his throat that everyone below could hear. He dares come here after what he did?

No, Callen replied firmly, though every instinct screamed to let Kyraleth act. He carries a flag of truce. Sanctuary law binds us.

Sanctuary law is human foolishness.

It's what separates us from him.

Baron Selwyn looked up at the dragon with no apparent fear, offering a slight nod as if acknowledging a worthy adversary. Then his gaze found Callen.

"Master Nasinth," he said, his voice carrying perfectly across the distance. "Or should I say, Dragon Singer Callen? The titles multiply, don't they?"

"Baron Selwyn." Callen kept his voice neutral despite the rage building in his chest. This man had tortured children, created abominations, tried to force dragon power into unwilling flesh. "You're far from your Evolution Institute."

"Indeed. The journey was... instructive." The Baron's gaze swept over the gathered defenders. "Commander Seralyn, a pleasure to see the Pyrin military maintaining such discipline despite your recent losses. Elder Morvane, your reputation for skepticism precedes you. And Lysara—still wearing those scars from our last encounter, I see."

Behind them, the settlement walls were lined with watchers. Word had spread like wildfire—Baron Selwyn himself at their gates. Callen could feel the mix of fear and anger radiating from the crowd. Several Pyrin had to be physically restrained from attacking, their hatred of the man who'd orchestrated their persecution burning hot.

"State your business," Morvane said bluntly. "You didn't travel this far to exchange pleasantries."

"Direct as always." Baron smiled, the expression never reaching his eyes. "I've come to offer reconciliation."

The silence that followed was deafening. Even the wind seemed to still.

"Reconciliation," Seralyn repeated, her voice dripping contempt. "After hunting our children? After your experiments?"

"After defending myself against rebellion," Baron corrected mildly. "But that's the past. I'm here to discuss the future." He gestured to one of his augmented guards, who brought forward an ornate wooden chest. "May I?"

Callen nodded tightly. The guard—his drift signature was altered, multiple resonances woven together artificially—set the chest on the ground and opened it. Inside, cushioned in velvet, lay several ancient texts and a collection of crystallized dragon scale fragments that glowed with inner light.

"Gifts," Baron said. "Texts from the private archives of House Selwyn, sources your former colleagues never had access to, Master Nasinth. And fragments from my personal collection—pre-corruption samples, quite rare."

Finch would kill for those texts, Callen knew. And the fragments... they pulsed with a purity he hadn't felt since the restoration ceremony.

"What do you want?" he asked.

"To legitimize your Academy," Baron replied, causing another stunned silence. "Official Kingdom recognition. Funding. Protection under royal charter. Your students would be registered practitioners, not hunted fugitives."

"In exchange for?" Lysara's hand rested on her sword hilt.

"Cooperation. Shared research. An end to hostilities." Baron's gaze found Callen again. "You're training the next generation of gifted individuals. I have resources and knowledge. Surely we can find common ground."

"Common ground?" Elder Morvane laughed bitterly. "You've been building an army. Your camps surround us."

"Insurance," Baron said simply. "You have a dragon. I have concerns. But perhaps we can forge a new way forward, one that doesn't require such... precautions."

Callen extended his drift sense carefully, trying to understand how Baron was suppressing his signature. There—a device at his belt, small and metallic, creating a dampening field. Clever. And concerning that such technology existed.

"The Lord Regent would never allow this," Seralyn stated. "Your reconciliation is meaningless while Vanish sits the throne."

Baron's smile turned enigmatic. "The political landscape is ever-changing, Commander. Lord Regents, like all men, are mortal. Perhaps accommodation with your Academy would demonstrate the kind of forward-thinking leadership the Kingdom needs."

The implication hung in the air like a blade. Was Baron suggesting what Callen thought he was?

"We need to discuss this," Callen said finally. "Your... offer requires consideration."

"Of course. I'll establish camp at a respectful distance. Sanctuary law grants three days of hospitality, does it not?" Baron's tone suggested he knew exactly what their laws required. "Before I go, however, I would speak with my daughter."

The crowd on the walls stirred. Amara emerged from the gates, her face set in hard lines. The last time she'd spoken to her father, he'd stood beside Commander Stark as they attacked the sanctuary, had tried to take Nora by force, had nearly killed them all. She'd told him then that he was dead to her, that the father she'd once known had been consumed by his obsession with power. Now he stood here claiming reconciliation, as if months of hunting them could be erased with pretty words and gifts.

"I have nothing to say to you," Amara said, her voice carrying clearly across the space between them.

"Amara." His voice softened fractionally. "Surely we can speak as family⁠—"

"We are not family." The words cut like blades. "You lost that right when you had Kiran murdered. When you turned our daughter into your experiment. When you chose your research over your blood."

Something flickered across Baron's face—frustration, perhaps even hurt—before his customary control reasserted itself.

"Might we speak privately?" he asked.

"No," Callen said, stepping beside Amara.

Baron's gaze hardened as it shifted to him. "This is a family matter, Master Nasinth."

"I am her family," Callen replied evenly. "More than you ever were."

The tension crackled between them. The augmented guards shifted slightly, hands moving toward weapons. On the cliff, Kyraleth's rumble grew louder.

"It's alright," Amara said, placing a hand on Callen's arm. "But he stays."

Baron clearly wanted to object but recognized the futility. "Very well. Though I had hoped for a more... personal reunion."

They moved a short distance from the others, though still within sight. Baron studied his daughter with an expression that might have been paternal concern on anyone else's face.

As they walked, the Baron's gaze kept drifting downward—not to the ground itself, but to the oldest stones, the original foundations. His eyes lingered on the well, tracked along the line of the ancient forge, paused at the council building's base.

"Fascinating architecture," he murmured. "The foundation work here is quite old, isn't it? Pre-dating the current settlement by... centuries, I'd estimate."

"We built on what was here," Callen said cautiously.

"Yes. But do you know what was here?" The Baron's smile didn't reach his eyes. "The Selwyn archives contain records your people have forgotten. Maps of what the Dragon Singers built in these mountains—and why."

“Stop,” Amara said.

"You've built quite the Academy," Baron Selwyn said, but his eyes weren't on the students or the buildings. They tracked across the ground itself, pausing on the oldest foundations, lingering on the well. His nostrils flared slightly, as if testing the air. "Tell me," he said casually, "have your people explored the deeper structures? The chambers beneath?"

"There are no chambers beneath," Callen said.

"Aren't there?" The Baron's smile turned knowing. "Every Dragon Singer stronghold was built above something. Storage, usually. Sometimes archives." His gaze found Callen. "Sometimes prisons."

“Is that what you want to talk about?” Callen asked. “Architecture?”

“No. I suppose not. It's time to come home, Amara," he said softly. "This exile serves no purpose. Your place is with your family, your true family. The Selwyn name still carries weight, still opens doors. Nora deserves better than this frontier settlement."

"This is my home," Amara replied firmly. "These people are my family. And Nora is exactly where she needs to be—learning to use her gifts freely, not as your experiment."

"Her gifts," Baron repeated. "Yes, her unique combination of bloodlines. Do you have any idea how special she is? What she could become with proper guidance?"

"Your guidance?" Amara's composure cracked slightly. "The way you guided those children you transformed into monsters?"

"Volunteers," Baron corrected. "Every subject at the Evolution Institute chose their transformation. I force nothing anymore."

"Because forced transformation creates unstable hybrids," Callen interjected. "You learned that from your failures."

Baron's gaze snapped to him. "I learned that cooperation yields better results than coercion. A lesson you might consider, given your influence here."

"We protect. We don't exploit."

"Noble words. But when winter comes and your supplies run low, when the settlements that promised trade reconsider their association with fugitives, will nobility fill empty stomachs?"

Baron's gaze drifted to where Kyraleth rested on the cliff above—and Callen saw something flicker in those cold eyes. Not fear. Hunger.

"Your bond is remarkable," Baron said softly, almost to himself. "A true partnership, restored against all odds. I've studied the accounts of what you accomplished. The merging of consciousnesses, the sharing of strength and sensation." His hand moved unconsciously to his own chest, where Callen knew hybrid scales lay hidden beneath fine clothing. "The fragments I've collected grant power, yes. But they're dead things. Cold. There's no presence behind them, no partnership. Just borrowed strength that fades with use."

The longing in his voice was unmistakable—and disturbing.

"You can't have what we have," Callen said quietly. "It's not something that can be taken or replicated."

Baron's smile returned, but it didn't reach his eyes. "Everything can be replicated, given sufficient understanding. Everything can be taken, given sufficient will." He turned back to Amara. "But we were discussing Nora's future, not my philosophical interests." Baron turned back to Amara. "I'm offering legitimacy. Safety. A future for Nora that doesn't end in fire and death."

"Your version of safety is servitude," Amara said. "Your future requires Nora to become something you can use."

"I would never⁠—"

"You had Kiran killed." The words fell like stones. "My husband. Nora's father. You ordered his death because he opposed your research."

Baron was quiet for a long moment. "That was... regrettable. A miscommunication with overzealous operatives. I never intended⁠—"

"Stop." Amara's voice carried quiet fury. "At least have the courage to own your choices."

Father and daughter stared at each other across a chasm that couldn't be bridged. Finally, Baron stepped back.

"Remember what's best for your people," he said, his voice returning to its formal tone. "Do right by them, even if that means difficult choices." He paused at the carriage door. "The offer stands. Three days to consider. And Amara... when you're ready to discuss Nora's future rationally, I'll be waiting."

Before departing, the Baron paused at the settlement's edge, looking back at the mountain that loomed above them.

"You know," he said, almost to himself, "the old texts speak of places where grief was buried. Where dragons too broken to save were sealed rather than slain. The Dragon Singers believed some rage was too vast to end—it could only be contained." He turned to face Callen directly. "I wonder if you've felt it. The pulse beneath the stone. The dreams of something that remembers what was done to it."

"Superstition," Callen said flatly.

"Perhaps." The Baron held Callen’s gaze. "But superstitions often have teeth." He paused at the carriage step, then turned back one final time. "The Dragon Singers of old understood something that's been lost. A bond can be forged in fire, yes—the gentle fire of mutual recognition. But there is another fire. The fire of domination, of will imposed upon will." His scaled hand gripped the carriage door. "They outlawed such methods, called them abominations. But the knowledge wasn't destroyed. Merely... archived."

"If you're threatening—" Callen began.

"I'm educating," Baron interrupted smoothly. "The world you're building here, Callen—this gentle academy where bonds form through patience and trust—it's admirable. Truly. But it's slow. And the world rarely waits for gentle things." His smile turned sharp. "When the sleeping dragons wake—and they will wake—whoever bonds with them first shapes the future. I intend to be ready. The question is whether you will be."

The convoy departed, leaving behind the chest of gifts and a settlement in turmoil. As soon as they were out of sight, the delegation moved quickly back through the gates, gathering in the council chamber's anteroom—a smaller space typically used for private discussions before formal meetings. The stone walls here were thick enough to muffle sound, and Lysara had positioned guards at both entrances to ensure privacy.

"We should attack them tonight," someone shouted from outside, the voice carrying through the closed door. The settlement was in uproar, arguments raging in the streets.

Inside the anteroom, Elder Tomald paced near the narrow window. "And break sanctuary law?" he said, though his audience was the council members present, not the crowd outside. "Become the monsters they say we are?"

"He's planning something," Lysara said quietly to Callen as they stood around the room's single table, the chest of gifts sitting unopened at its center. "Baron Selwyn doesn't make offers without leverage."

Callen nodded, his mind racing. The gifts were genuine—he could feel the power in those fragments, see the age of those texts. But gifts from Baron came with hooks, always.

"The suggestion about the Lord Regent," Seralyn said carefully. "He was implying⁠—"

"Regime change," Morvane finished bluntly. "He plans to remove Vanish and take power himself."

It made sense. Baron had been building his power base for years. The Evolution Institute, the hybrid experiments, the systematic search for dragon sites—all of it positioning him for a grab at ultimate authority.

"If he becomes Lord Regent..." Callen didn't finish the thought. They all understood. Baron with the full resources of the Kingdom would be unstoppable.

We should have let you burn them, he told Kyraleth.

Yes, the dragon replied simply. But you humans and your laws. Always making things complicated.

Amara stood apart from the debate, staring at the chest of gifts. "He'll be back," she said quietly. "This isn't over."

"No," Callen agreed. "But we have three days to figure out his real game."

"You know what he wants," Amara said. "Nora. Everything else is just maneuvering to get her."

She was right, Callen knew. Baron Selwyn had traveled here personally, suppressed his drift signature, brought gifts and offers of legitimacy—all of it aimed at one goal: reclaiming his granddaughter, the child who represented the perfect fusion of Pyrin fire and Dragon Singer blood.

"Then we make sure he doesn't get her," Callen said firmly.

Through their bond, Kyraleth added his own thought: Next time, no sanctuary law. Next time, I burn them all.

Callen didn't disagree. Baron Selwyn had walked into their settlement, made his threats disguised as offers, and walked out unharmed. It felt like defeat even though no battle had been fought.

The chest of gifts sat between them like a trap waiting to be sprung. Whatever knowledge those texts contained, whatever power those fragments held, they came with a price.

Everything with Baron Selwyn did.

Three days to decide. Three days to decipher his true intentions. Three days before sanctuary law expired and decisions would have to be made.

Callen looked toward the northern mountains, where an ancient dragon called to his daughter, where thirteen eggs might wait with their Eternal Guardian. Baron offered legitimacy and safety, but at the cost of their freedom.

Sometimes, Callen thought, the harder path was the only one worth taking.

But first, they needed to understand what game Baron was really playing. Because despite his gifts and gentle words, the Baron Selwyn who'd walked into their settlement was more dangerous than the one who'd attacked with armies.

This Baron had a plan. And Callen suspected they were already caught in it.


Chapter Six


THE FRAGMENTS' WARNING



The old storage vault beneath the Academy had been Lysara's suggestion—stone walls three feet thick, originally built to store grain through sieges, now repurposed for more dangerous materials. Callen had spent the morning reinforcing it further, using his drift abilities to sense and seal microscopic cracks, ensuring nothing could escape if Baron's "gifts" proved hostile.

As he descended the final steps to the vault, he nearly collided with Marten.

The former Kingdom soldier stepped back quickly, his hand dropping from the vault door's handle. "Master Callen. I was just—the guards asked me to check the lock mechanism. Said it was sticking."

"The lock seems fine," Callen said, testing it himself. It moved smoothly.

"Must have worked itself loose." Marten's smile was easy, untroubled. "I'll let the guards know."

He departed up the stairs without hurry, though Callen noticed he glanced back once before disappearing around the corner.

He sat now in the vault's center, the chest open before him, oil lamps providing flickering light. The ancient texts lay to one side—he'd examine those later with Finch. It was the crystallized dragon scale fragments that demanded immediate attention. They glowed with soft inner light, beautiful and seemingly pure, yet something about them made his skin crawl.

Callen picked up one fragment, no larger than his palm, feeling its weight. It was heavier than it should be, as if gravity itself clung to it more strongly. The surface was smooth, almost glass-like, with veins of light pulsing through its crystalline structure like a slow heartbeat. The drift resonance was strong, unmistakably draconic—he could feel the familiar patterns of dragon energy, the distinctive signature that marked it as authentic. But beneath that surface reading, something else lurked. A second layer of resonance, hidden under the first like a whisper beneath a shout.

Pain lanced through his chest.

Not physical pain, but something deeper. The consciousness of Valengrim—the ancient dragon whose essence had merged with him and Kyraleth during the restoration—writhed within him like a wounded animal. He'd grown accustomed to Valengrim's subtle presence over the past months, a third voice in the partnership he shared with Kyraleth. But this was different. This was revulsion.

Wrong wrong wrong, came the impression, not words but pure emotion flooding through him. Abomination. Twisted. False.

Callen set the fragment down carefully, his hand trembling. Through his bond with Kyraleth, he felt the dragon's concern.

What disturbs the ancient one? Kyraleth asked.

These fragments. Valengrim rejects them violently. Callen studied the crystallized scales more carefully, extending his drift sense with delicate precision. The surface resonance felt correct—dragon energy, pre-corruption as Baron had claimed. But underneath, like a harmony played slightly off-key...

"Finch!" he called, knowing the scholar was lurking nearby, unable to resist proximity to such artifacts.

The door opened immediately. "Yes? Have you discovered something? The texts look authentic from what I can see through the⁠—"

"The fragments," Callen interrupted. "I need your analysis. Something's wrong with them."

Finch practically bounced into the vault, producing a leather satchel filled with instruments—magnifying lenses, metal probes, vials of various liquids. "Wrong how? They appear to be genuine crystallized dragon scales. The luminescence is correct, the density appropriate..."

"Look deeper," Callen said. "Past the surface. Use everything you know about dragon physiology."

Finch began his examination, muttering to himself as he worked. He scraped tiny samples, applied different solutions, held fragments up to the light at various angles.

"Pre-corruption, definitely," he said after ten minutes. "The crystalline structure is consistent with natural formation. Baron was telling the truth about that, at least."

Callen felt Valengrim's consciousness pulse with rejection. "Keep looking."

Finch frowned but complied. Another solution, another test. "Wait. That's odd. The surface composition reads correctly, but the deep structure..." He applied a different chemical, one that turned the fragment's glow from soft to sickly. His face paled.

"I was wrong. The surface is authentic, but it's a shell. Underneath..."

He ran three more tests before speaking again, and when he did, his voice was shaken.

"I almost missed it. If you hadn't insisted I keep looking, I would have declared them genuine and stored them with our other artifacts."

"And then?"

"And then Baron would have whatever they're actually designed to do active inside our walls." Finch set down his tools, his hands trembling slightly. "I need to completely redo my testing protocols after this. I almost certified weapons as gifts."

"Manufactured?"

"More than that." Finch set down his tools, his face pale. "These are dragon scales, yes, but they've been... processed. Melted down and reformed, their essential structure artificially reconstructed. It's like..." He paused, searching for an analogy. "Like taking a painting, burning it to ash, then trying to recreate it from the ashes. The materials are the same, but the essence is destroyed."

Callen felt Valengrim's consciousness pulse with what felt like grief. These weren't just fragments—they were the desecrated remains of dragons, broken down and rebuilt for some purpose he couldn't yet fathom.

"Why would Baron give us these?" Callen asked. "What purpose could they serve?"

"I need more time to analyze them properly," Finch said. "But if I had to guess... these could be used as conduits. Their structure has been altered to channel energy in specific patterns. Plant these near actual dragon sites or fragments, and they might..."

He trailed off, but Callen finished the thought. "They might corrupt them. Or track them. Or both."

Finch was still examining the fragments, his brow furrowed. "There's something else. The way these channels are configured... they're not just for tracking or corruption. They're designed to receive as well as transmit." He looked up, genuine fear in his eyes. "If Baron planted these near sleeping dragons, they wouldn't just locate them. They'd create a pathway. A forced connection that bypasses normal bonding entirely."

"A way to bind a dragon without its consent," Callen said, the horror of it settling into his bones.

"Theoretically. The dragon would resist, of course—the texts say the soul-tearing agony would be immense for both parties. But if Baron's willing to accept that cost..." Finch shuddered. "These aren't gifts, Callen. They're the first step in a binding ritual. He's been planning this for years."

A knock at the vault door interrupted them. "Papa?" Nora's voice, unusually tentative.

Callen quickly closed the chest, gesturing for Finch to pack up his instruments. "Come in, little spark."

Nora entered slowly, and even in the lamplight, Callen could see the dark circles under her eyes. She hadn't been sleeping well—he'd heard her moving about their quarters at night, seen the exhaustion she tried to hide during lessons.

"The dreams are getting worse," she said without preamble. "The dragon—the scarred one in the north—it's not just showing me memories anymore. It's talking to me. Really talking, with words."

Callen knelt beside his daughter, placing gentle hands on her shoulders. "What does it say?"

"Strange things. Prophecies, maybe?" Nora's brow furrowed in concentration. "Last night it said, 'The betrayer comes with honeyed poison. The appointed hour approaches.' And then..." She hesitated.

"Tell me," Callen encouraged.

"It said you would understand soon. That the fragments would show you the truth." Her eyes widened as she noticed the chest. "Are those the gifts grandfather brought?"

"Yes. And you're not to touch them," Callen said firmly. "They're dangerous."

"I know," Nora said, her voice strained. "I can feel it. They're screaming." She pressed her palms against her temples. "It's like that cold-fire feeling I told you about, but worse. Much worse. Like someone took real dragon fire and... twisted it. Made it into something that remembers being alive but isn't anymore."

"You can sense that?" Finch asked, his scholarly curiosity momentarily overriding tact. "The consciousness matrix degradation? That's precisely what I found through chemical analysis⁠—"

"I don't know what that means," Nora interrupted. "I just feel it. The same way I felt the convoy coming, or when the forge needs tending. But this is louder. Angrier." She shuddered, wrapping her arms around herself. "It hurts to be near them. Like they're trying to talk but they've forgotten how to make words." She paused, her young face troubled. "There's something else. When I focus on them, I can feel... an intention. Not from the fragments themselves, but from whoever made them. Like an echo of what they were designed for." She wrapped her arms around herself. "He wants to take a dragon, Papa. Not partner with one—take it. Own it. The fragments remember that desire."

Callen exchanged a look with Finch. A nine-year-old had just confirmed what the scholar's instruments had suggested.

"What else do you feel?" Callen asked carefully.

"He's practiced," Nora said quietly. "On smaller things. The fragments have been used before—on animals, maybe, or on people with drift sensitivity. Testing. Refining. The desire feels... polished. Like he's been dreaming of this for a very long time."

She fled the vault, and Callen heard her footsteps racing up the stairs.

"Fascinating," Finch murmured. "She's perceiving through emotional drift what I needed instruments to detect. If her sensitivity continues developing at this rate..." He didn't finish the thought. He didn't need to.

"We need to understand these completely," Callen said, returning to the chest. He pulled out one of Baron's texts, its leather binding bearing the Selwyn family crest. "Let's see what knowledge he's so eager to share."

For the next hour, they worked in focused silence. Callen read through the texts—treatises on dragon anatomy, theoretical works on energy transference, detailed notes on something called "resonance matching." His years of Black Veil training had included speed reading and information retention, skills that served him well now. The texts were genuine, containing information that would have taken years to compile. But like the fragments, they felt incomplete, as if key passages had been carefully removed.

Finch continued his analysis of the fragments, occasionally making small sounds of discovery or frustration. He'd filled three pages with notes, diagrams, and chemical formulas that meant nothing to Callen but clearly excited the scholar.

"This is remarkable," Finch muttered. "Horrible, but remarkable. The processing technique—they've managed to preserve the energy signature while destroying the consciousness matrix. It's like they've created an empty vessel that still remembers being full."

"Could they use this technique on living dragons?" Callen asked, a chill running through him.

"Theoretically? If they could..." Finch paled. "They could create dragons that are alive but have no will, no consciousness. Perfect slaves."

It was then that the wave of sensation crashed through him. The drift surged, not from nearby but from a distance—powerful, deliberate, wrong. It felt like someone had struck a massive bell made of corruption, its vibrations spreading outward through the drift itself.

Valengrim's consciousness recoiled. Kyraleth's mental voice carried alarm. And somewhere, faintly, Callen could have sworn he heard dragons screaming.

"Council meeting," he said quickly, standing. "Finch, continue your analysis. Guard these fragments—don't let anyone else near them."

"What about the surge?" Finch asked. "That was⁠—"

"I know what it was." Callen was already moving toward the door. "Someone just disturbed something that should have been left alone."

He paused at the entrance to the council chamber, where heated debate was already underway about Baron's offer. "I need to investigate something," he told Lysara. "Tell them I'll return shortly."

"I'll come with you," Marten said, stepping forward from where he'd been standing near the chamber door. How long had he been there? "If there's trouble⁠—"

"Stay here," Callen said, perhaps more sharply than necessary. "The settlement needs defenders if this is a distraction."

Marten nodded, his expression unreadable. "Of course. I'll coordinate with the wall guards."

It was exactly the right response, Callen thought as he hurried toward Kyraleth's cliff. Exactly what a loyal defender would say. So why did it feel rehearsed?

She nodded, reading the urgency in his expression. "Be careful."

Callen made his way quickly to Kyraleth's cliff, taking the worn stone steps two at a time. The path had been carved into the mountainside over the past months, each step worn smooth by daily use. As he climbed, he could feel Kyraleth's agitation through their bond—a restless energy that made the air itself seem to vibrate.

The dragon was already prepared for flight, his great body coiled like a spring ready to release. His wings were spread wide, catching the afternoon sun and casting shadows that danced across the cliff face. His tail, usually still as stone when resting, lashed against the limestone with enough force to send small rocks tumbling into the valley below. The golden eyes that met Callen's burned with an intensity that spoke of barely controlled fury.

You felt it too, Callen said as he mounted.

Like claws on stone, but in the drift itself. Southwest, toward Pyrin territory.

They launched without further discussion, Kyraleth's powerful wings carrying them up and away from the settlement. As they climbed, Callen could see Baron's camp in the distance—a neat military arrangement just outside the range that would be considered threatening. Guards patrolled its perimeter, and Callen caught a glimpse of the Baron himself, standing outside his tent, watching their flight with an expression too distant to read.

He knows we're investigating, Kyraleth observed.

He's counting on it, Callen replied, certainty settling in his stomach like lead.

They flew hard toward the source of the disturbance, the landscape below shifting from settlement farmland to wild forest to the rocky beginnings of Pyrin territory. The drift surge had come from the borderlands—disputed territory that neither Kingdom nor Pyrin forces fully controlled.

After an hour of flight, they found it.

The dragon site was ancient, hidden in a box canyon that would be nearly impossible to reach without flight. Callen had never seen it before, would never have known it existed if not for the drift disturbance. But someone else had known.

The canyon floor showed clear signs of recent excavation. Systematic, careful work—not the crude digging of treasure hunters but the methodical exploration of those who knew exactly what they sought. Dragon bones, ancient and partially fossilized, had been exposed and harvested. Scales littered the ground, some crystallized with age, others deliberately chipped from larger pieces.

"A battlefield," Callen said aloud, understanding dawning. "Dragons died here. Many of them."

During the corruption wars, Kyraleth confirmed, landing carefully among the disturbed remains. I can feel their echoes. They fought each other here. Dragon against dragon, corrupted against pure.

Callen dismounted, moving carefully through the excavation. The workers—whoever they were—had been thorough. They'd taken samples of everything: bones, scales, even soil soaked with ancient dragon blood. But why? What could Baron want with the remains of dragons who'd died centuries ago?

He knelt beside a particular disturbance, where something large had been removed. The impression in the earth was distinctive—spherical, about the size of his head. An egg? No, the shape was wrong. More like...

"A heart," he breathed. "They took a crystallized dragon heart."

He remembered Finch mentioning such things existed—dragons of sufficient power could have their hearts crystallize after death, preserving incredible energy. But why would Baron want one? What could he do with the heart of a dragon dead for centuries?

This is what he wanted us to find, Kyraleth said suddenly. The surge wasn't accidental. He wanted us to know he'd been here.

"But why⁠—"

Callen stopped mid-sentence, his analytical mind taking over. He moved through the excavation site more carefully now, noting the patterns. The moon had risen, casting silver light into the canyon, and by its illumination he could see details he'd missed before. The dig pattern was radial, spreading outward from where the heart had been. They'd been searching for something specific.

He found more extraction points—places where smaller objects had been removed. The spacing was regular, deliberate. Moving to the canyon wall, he discovered tool marks in the stone, measurements carved by the excavation team. They'd been mapping the entire site, cataloguing every fragment, every bone, every scale.

"This isn't just harvesting," Callen said aloud. "They're studying the battlefield itself. Learning how dragons fought each other, how they died."

He climbed higher up the canyon wall, finding a vantage point where he could see the entire excavation. From here, the pattern became clear. The battle had been between at least six dragons, their death sites marked by concentrations of remains. But one area was different—cleaner, more organized. A dragon that had died differently from the others.

"Poison," he realized. "One of them was poisoned, not killed in combat."

They're learning how to kill us, Kyraleth said grimly. Not through force, but through corruption, through poison, through the methods that worked before.

Callen was about to respond when he felt it—another surge, this one much closer and far more intense. The drift screamed with wrongness, corruption, hunger. He spun, searching for the source, and saw them.

Shadows against the night sky, circling above the canyon. At first, Callen thought they were dragons, but the movement was wrong—too mechanical, lacking the fluid grace of true flight. As they descended, moonlight revealed the truth. Hybrids. Flying hybrids, their wings a grotesque fusion of membrane and metal, scale and surgical modification. These weren't the earthbound monstrosities Baron had used before, but something new. Something that could match Kyraleth in his own element.

And they had riders.

Callen could see the augmented soldiers mounted on the hybrids' backs, their forms melded with their mounts through harnesses that seemed to be partially organic, partially mechanical. The riders' eyes glowed with an unnatural light—some kind of enhancement that let them see in darkness.

Six of them, Kyraleth counted, his body coiling in preparation for combat. They've been waiting for us.

The lead hybrid circled lower, and its rider raised something—a banner bearing Baron's crest, but modified. The dragon on the crest now had human eyes, a deliberate mockery of true Dragon Singers.

The hybrids began to keen—a sound that was neither human scream nor dragon roar but something horrifically between. The sound resonated through the drift, and Callen felt the crystallized fragments back in the vault pulse in response, even from miles away. The dragon remains in the canyon began to vibrate, creating a harmony of wrongness that made his teeth ache.

This wasn't just a trap or a test. It was a demonstration of Baron's new capabilities—flying hybrids that could challenge a true dragon, riders who were partially merged with their mounts, and some kind of resonance weapon that used dragon remains against them.

They'd walked into something far more complex than a simple trap. This was a demonstration, a message, and a threat all wrapped into one.

And it was only beginning.


Chapter Seven


THE TEST BEGINS



The first hybrid dove without warning.

Kyraleth rolled left, the motion so violent that Callen had to grip the ridge plates to keep his seat. The hybrid's claws raked air where they'd been a heartbeat before, close enough that Callen felt the wind of its passage. The rider on its back had some kind of crossbow—modified, larger, with bolts that glowed with sickly green light.

Hold on, Kyraleth warned, then folded his wings and dropped.

The canyon rushed up to meet them. Callen's stomach lurched as they plummeted, the ground approaching at lethal speed. At the last possible moment, Kyraleth snapped his wings open, pulling out of the dive with force that made Callen's vision gray at the edges. Behind them, one hybrid tried to follow and misjudged—its grotesque fusion of membrane and scale couldn't match Kyraleth's natural control. It slammed into the canyon wall with a wet crunch, rider and mount both destroyed in an instant.

One down, Kyraleth said with grim satisfaction.

But five remained, and they learned from their companion's mistake. They spread out, circling at different altitudes, forcing Kyraleth to track multiple threats. The moonlight turned their modified forms into nightmares—wings that bent at wrong angles, bodies that shifted between scales and exposed muscle, heads that retained too much human structure in their dragon skulls.

"Above!" Callen shouted, sensing the attack through the drift.

Kyraleth twisted, muscles bunching beneath Callen as the dragon tried to evade. But the hybrid was already too close, had already begun its strike. Callen saw it happening with horrible clarity—the creature's malformed claws extending, reaching for Kyraleth's vulnerable wing membrane. The dragon's twist brought him partially clear, but not enough. Never enough.

The claws caught and tore.

The sound was terrible—wet fabric ripping, but fabric that bled. Kyraleth's wing membrane split in three parallel tears, each nearly a foot long. Blood immediately began flowing, dark in the moonlight, spattering across Callen's face with shocking warmth. The wounds weren't crippling—Kyraleth could still fly—but they would slow him, make him predictable. Which was likely exactly what Baron had designed these creatures to do.

Kyraleth's roar shook the canyon walls. Not just pain—rage, pure and volcanic. The hybrid that had wounded him was still close, beginning to pull away for another attack. It never got the chance.

The dragon's neck snapped forward like a striking serpent. His jaws parted, and for a heartbeat, Callen saw the terrible glow building in Kyraleth's throat—not the orange of ordinary fire but the blue-white of a star's heart. Then it released.

The killing breath of an enraged dragon was nothing like the controlled demonstrations at the Academy. This was raw elemental fury given form. The flame didn't simply burn—it unmade. The hybrid took the blast full-on, its corrupted form illuminated from within for one horrifying instant as the fire found every seam, every joint, every place where flesh met foreign flesh. Its rider had time for a single scream—high and terrible—before both were reduced to something beyond ash. Not even molten metal remained, just a fine mist of particles that fell like glowing snow into the canyon below.

But the attack had cost them position. Two hybrids swooped in from opposite sides, their riders firing those modified crossbows. The bolts weren't meant to pierce—they exploded on impact, creating clouds of something that burned Callen's lungs and made his eyes water. Poison, or something like it. But wrong somehow—his drift sense could feel it trying to disrupt the energy patterns in his body, attempting to sever his connection to Kyraleth. Baron hadn't just created a poison. He'd created something specifically designed to break Dragon Singer bonds.

Callen called on his transformation, scales rippling across his exposed skin. The burning sensation lessened but didn't disappear entirely. Through the drift, he could feel the weapon's purpose—not to kill but to weaken, to ground them.

Another hybrid rose from below, and Callen turned to it. This one was different—larger, its modifications more complete. Its jaws gaped wide enough to swallow a horse, teeth like sword blades gleaming with some kind of coating. Acidic, his drift sense warned. One bite would do more than wound.

Kyraleth sensed it too. With a sound that was part roar, part battle cry, he folded his wings and dove to meet it. Dragon and abomination collided in midair with an impact that Callen felt in his bones. The shock wave of their collision echoed off the canyon walls, and for a moment they seemed frozen—two creatures of legend locked in mortal combat, suspended between earth and sky.

Then they began to fall, tumbling through the air in a tangle of wings and claws. Kyraleth's talons raked across the hybrid's belly, tearing scales and flesh, but the creature's hide was reinforced somehow, resisting damage that would have gutted a natural dragon. Its own claws found purchase on Kyraleth's shoulder, and Callen heard his dragon partner grunt in pain. They spiraled downward, neither willing to release their grip, each trying to position for a killing blow.

The hybrid was strong, its muscles enhanced beyond nature's design. But Kyraleth had something it didn't—genuine fury at seeing his kind perverted, and more importantly, experience. Real combat experience, not programmed responses. As they tumbled, Kyraleth suddenly went limp, letting the hybrid think it had won. The creature adjusted its grip, going for the throat—and Kyraleth struck. His hind claws, which had been coiled against his body, lashed out with devastating force, catching the hybrid in the chest and tearing through whatever reinforcement Baron had given it.

Kyraleth's jaws found the hybrid's throat and crushed. Black blood sprayed, steaming in the night air. But as the hybrid died, its rider leaped free, landing on Kyraleth's back behind Callen.

The augmented soldier moved with shocking speed, a blade appearing in his hand—not steel but something that hummed with drift energy. Callen turned to meet him, his own sword clearing its sheath, but the narrow space on Kyraleth's back made fighting difficult. The dragon was rolling and diving, trying to shake off two more pursuing hybrids, and every motion threatened to throw both combatants off.

The soldier's blade came at Callen's throat in a thrust that would have been perfect in a training hall. But this wasn't a training hall—this was the back of a dragon in full combat. Callen didn't parry; he let Kyraleth's sudden roll carry him out of the blade's path, then used the momentum to bring his own sword around in a circular cut. The soldier blocked, but barely, his enhanced strength the only thing that kept Callen's blade from shearing through his guard.

They fought in a deadly dance, each movement having to account for Kyraleth's aerial maneuvers. The soldier tried a low cut—Callen jumped, letting a sudden climb carry him over the blade. Callen attempted a thrust—the soldier twisted aside, using a sharp bank to add force to his counter-strike. Steel rang against steel as they traded blows, each impact threatening to jar them loose from their precarious perch.

The soldier was strong—enhanced somehow, muscles bulging unnaturally beneath armor that seemed grafted to his skin. But strength meant nothing if you couldn't plant your feet. As Kyraleth went into a barrel roll, Callen stopped fighting the motion. Instead, he flowed with it, his blade becoming part of the spin. The soldier, trying to maintain his stance, couldn't adjust in time. Callen's sword found the gap between helmet and breastplate, and suddenly the soldier was falling, his enhanced strength useless against gravity.

Then Kyraleth folded his wings completely, going into a flat spin. The world became a blur of stars and ground, sky and stone. Callen felt his grip slipping. He was falling too.

His hands had lost their grip on the ridge plates. The spin had been too violent, the angle too severe. He tumbled free, the wind tearing at him as he plummeted. Through their bond, he felt Kyraleth's alarm, the dragon trying to arrest his own spin to catch him, but the two remaining hybrids were pressing their attack.

Callen spread his arms and legs, trying to control his fall. The canyon walls rushed past, moonlight and shadow alternating in a dizzying pattern. He reached for the drift, for his transformation, calling on every bit of power he possessed.

Scales erupted across his entire body—not the partial transformation he usually maintained but something more complete. His hands became claws, capable of gripping stone. His eyes shifted, gaining the vertical pupils that let him see clearly despite the speed of his fall. Most importantly, membranes of scaled skin stretched between his arms and torso—not true wings but enough to slow his descent.

He hit the canyon wall hard but managed to dig his claws in, sliding down the rock face in a shower of sparks and stone fragments. His scales scraped against granite, some tearing free, leaving bloody furrows.

But he slowed, controlled.

The transformation felt different this time—not the desperate, painful change of his early experiences but something almost natural. His body knew these forms now, had accepted them. When he finally leaped to an outcropping to assess the situation, he realized he wasn't even breathing hard. The dragon was becoming part of him in ways that should have been terrifying but instead felt like coming home.

Above, Kyraleth fought alone against three hybrids—two more had arrived, drawn by the sounds of battle. The dragon was holding his own, using his superior flying skills to avoid being surrounded, but he was wounded. Blood streamed from multiple cuts, and his right wing moved stiffly where the membrane had been torn.

Callen couldn't fly up to help. But he didn't need to.

He extended his drift sense, feeling for the resonance the hybrids had created earlier. They were using the dragon remains in the canyon as some kind of amplifier, drawing power from the ancient bones. If he could disrupt that...

One hybrid swooped low, passing near the canyon wall as it maneuvered for position. Callen didn't hesitate. He leaped from his perch, the partial wing membranes letting him glide just enough to intercept. He landed on the hybrid's back, claws digging deep into corrupted flesh.

The hybrid shrieked and bucked, trying to dislodge him. Its rider turned, attempting to bring a weapon to bear, but Callen was already moving. His hand, fully transformed with scales and claws, punched through the rider's chest. The augmented soldier convulsed and went limp, still attached to his mount only by the straps of his saddle.

Now Callen turned his attention to the hybrid itself. Through the drift, he could feel its pain—not just physical but existential. This had been human once, or dragon, or both. Forced into this form, merged against its will, consciousness trapped in a body that shouldn't exist.

"I'm sorry," Callen whispered, then drove his claws into the base of its skull.

The hybrid spasmed and died, its wings folding. They fell together, Callen riding the corpse down. At the last moment, he leaped free, using drift manipulation to slow his impact as he hit the canyon floor. The hybrid's body crashed beside him, twitching in its final moments.

Above, Kyraleth had killed another hybrid, tearing its wings off with savage precision. But more were coming—Callen could sense them through the drift, approaching from the south. This wasn't just a test anymore. Baron was sending everything he had in the area.

Callen looked at the excavation site, at the exposed dragon bones that the hybrids were using for power. An idea formed—desperate, dangerous, but possible.

He pressed his transformed hands against the largest exposed skull, a massive thing that must have belonged to an ancient dragon of incredible size. Through the drift, he sent his power into it—not to animate it but to overload it. The bones began to resonate, vibrating with increasing intensity.

The approaching hybrids felt it first. Their flight became erratic as the resonance interfered with whatever process kept them functional. One fell from the sky, its wings seizing up as conflicting energies tore through it.

But the resonance was building beyond what Callen had intended. The entire canyon began to shake. Rocks fell from the walls. The dragon bones, saturated with centuries of dormant energy, were approaching critical resonance.

Callen! Kyraleth's mental voice was urgent. What are you doing?

Ending this. Get clear!

Kyraleth didn't argue. He broke from combat, diving toward Callen. The remaining hybrids tried to follow but were increasingly affected by the building resonance. One began to dissolve, its forced fusion coming apart as conflicting energies tore through it.

Kyraleth landed hard beside Callen, favoring his wounded wing. Callen leaped onto his back, and they launched immediately, flying low and fast toward the canyon exit. Behind them, the resonance reached its peak.

The explosion wasn't fire or force but something else—a release of centuries of trapped energy that turned the night white. The canyon walls cracked, huge sections shearing away and tumbling inward. The remaining hybrids, caught in the collapse, screamed as tons of rock crashed down on them. Their corrupted forms, already weakened by the resonance, were crushed beneath the avalanche. The excavation site collapsed in on itself, burying the ancient battlefield under a mountain of rubble.

They cleared the canyon just as it collapsed completely. The sound was deafening, audible for miles. Behind them, where the canyon had been, a massive cloud of dust and pulverized stone rose into the night sky, glowing faintly with residual dragon energy. The moonlight caught the particles, turning them into a pillar of silver that marked where an ancient battlefield had become a tomb once more. Any secret Baron had hoped to extract from that site was now buried under tons of rock, the dragon bones crushed to powder, their secrets lost forever.

But as they turned toward home, Callen's relief turned to dread. The settlement should be visible from here, lights glowing in the darkness. He expected to see flames—the chaos of battle, smoke rising from burning buildings. Instead, he saw... normalcy. The settlement's lights glowed peacefully. No smoke, no fire, no signs of combat. The watch fires on the walls burned steadily. Everything appeared exactly as they'd left it.

The absence of attack was somehow more unsettling than carnage would have been.

And there, just outside the walls, Baron Selwyn stood with a small honor guard.

He was watching their approach, and even from a distance, Callen could see his expression—calculating, measuring. Baron's eyes tracked their flight, noting Kyraleth's wounded wing, the blood streaming from multiple cuts, the way Callen swayed slightly on the dragon's back from exhaustion and injury.

This had all been planned. The excavation, the hybrid ambush—all of it designed to test their capabilities, to measure their limits, to find their weaknesses. And Baron hadn't needed to attack the settlement. He'd learned everything he needed from watching them return, wounded and exhausted, from a battle he'd orchestrated.

And Baron had been watching the entire time.

As they passed over, Baron offered a slight nod—acknowledgment of their survival, perhaps even respect for their performance. Then he turned and walked back to his camp, his observations complete.

Callen wanted to dive down, to end this here and now. But he was wounded, exhausted, his transformation already fading as his energy depleted. Kyraleth was in worse shape, flying on willpower alone. They needed healing, rest, time to recover.

Which was exactly what Baron had wanted to know.

They landed in the settlement square, Kyraleth collapsing as soon as Callen dismounted. Healers rushed forward, Amara among them, her face pale with worry. As she began treating their wounds, Callen looked back toward Baron's camp.

Marten was there too, he noticed—standing at the edge of the crowd, not rushing forward like the others. Watching. His face showed concern, but his eyes... his eyes were tracking the Baron's retreat with an intensity that seemed more than simple wariness.

When Marten noticed Callen's gaze, his expression shifted instantly to worry. "Thank the stars you made it back. We saw the explosion from here—thought the whole mountain was coming down."

"It nearly did," Callen said, still watching him.

"I kept the wall guards on high alert the whole time," Marten continued. "Figured if Baron was going to try something, it'd be while you were away." He paused. "Nothing happened. Not even a scout approaching the perimeter. Almost like they knew you'd handle it alone."

The test was over. Baron had his data. And tomorrow, the real game would begin.

"He knew," Callen said quietly to Amara as she worked on a deep gash in his side. "Every move, every response. He was measuring us."

"Then we failed," she replied, her hands steady despite her fear.

"No," Callen corrected, watching Baron's tent in the distance. "We survived. But he knows exactly how much it cost us."

The scales faded from his skin as exhaustion finally claimed him, leaving him fully human again—vulnerable, wounded, and very aware that Baron Selwyn now knew precisely how to hurt them.


Chapter Eight


THE AFTERMATH



Consciousness returned slowly, accompanied by the familiar ache of overextended transformation. Callen lay still, cataloguing injuries by feel—the deep gash in his side had been stitched and treated with something that numbed while it healed. His hands, which had been claws the night before, throbbed with the pain that came from forcing change too quickly. But he was alive, whole, and that was more than he'd expected when the canyon collapsed.

"You're awake." Amara's voice, carefully neutral. She sat beside his bed in their quarters, grinding herbs with the focused intensity she reserved for keeping worry at bay.

"How long?" His voice came out rough, throat raw from breathing in stone dust and dragon fire.

"Fourteen hours. Kyraleth woke an hour ago." She set aside the mortar and pestle, finally meeting his eyes. "My father has been attempting to enter the settlement since dawn. The council has kept him at the gates, citing your need to recover before any formal discussions."

Callen sat up, ignoring the protest from his ribs. "He's testing our resolve. Seeing if we'll buckle without a fight."

"Lysara thinks he's genuinely eager to hear your response to his offer." Amara's tone suggested what she thought of that theory. "The council has called an emergency session for when you're able. They're... concerned about last night."

Of course they were. He'd destroyed an ancient dragon battlefield, caused an explosion visible for miles, and returned wounded from a trap the Baron had clearly orchestrated. The conservative faction would see it as reckless endangerment. Morvane would probably demand restrictions on his future actions.

"Help me up," he said.

"You need more rest⁠—"

"I need to deal with this before your father finds another way to force our hand."

"He's not my father," Amara said sharply, then caught herself. "Not anymore. He lost that claim when he chose power over family."

"Yet he's here, claiming grandfather's rights to Nora."

"Rights he'll never have." She helped him sit up, checking his bandages with practiced efficiency. "Can you stand?"

He tested his legs, finding them steadier than expected. "Well enough."

"The council won't be patient," she warned. "They've been arguing since dawn. Some think you played directly into his hands. Others believe you had no choice."

"Both are probably right," Callen admitted, reaching for his shirt. "Your father—the Baron—excels at creating situations where all choices benefit him somehow."

Amara knew better than to argue when he used that tone. She helped him dress, her hands gentle but efficient around his bandages. The simple act of putting on clothes revealed how much the transformation had cost him—muscles he didn't normally use ached, and there were patches of skin where scales had torn free, leaving raw, tender flesh.

The settlement showed signs of the night's tension as they made their way to the council chamber. Guards stood at every corner, more than usual, their hands never far from weapons. Windows that normally stood open were shuttered. Children who would typically be playing in the streets were kept indoors, their parents' faces drawn with worry as they watched from doorways. The Academy's practice yards were empty—lessons suspended until the Baron's matter was resolved. Even the market square, usually bustling at this hour, held only a handful of vendors, their voices subdued as they conducted hurried transactions.

At the forge, Callen noticed several smiths working on weapons rather than tools—spears, arrowheads, anything that could be made quickly and in quantity. They nodded to him but didn't stop their work. The settlement was preparing for the worst.

The hot springs ran hotter than usual that week. Gerand mentioned it at the forge—he'd burned his hand testing the water, which had never happened before.

"Like the mountain's running a fever," he muttered.

“What do you think it is?”

“Don’t know, but it’s something.”

Callen breathed out, before moving on.

The council chamber was fuller than usual. Beyond the regular members, several prominent citizens had demanded attendance—parents of Academy students, leaders of the various refugee groups, even some of the more influential merchants. The Baron's arrival had everyone on edge.

Marten stood near the back, Callen noticed—not seated with the other citizens but positioned near a side door. Kira caught his eye from across the room. The young woman—still bearing the faint scale patterns on her neck from her partial transformation, a reminder of her own complicated history with the Baron's experiments—tilted her head slightly toward Marten. A question in her gaze that he couldn’t quite read.

"You look like death," Morvane said as Callen took his seat, not bothering with pleasantries.

"But breathing," he replied. "Which is more than the Baron expected."

"You destroyed a historical site," Elder Tomald said, his normally mild voice carrying disapproval. "The explosion was felt in three settlements. There are already rumors of dragons fighting dragons, of war in the skies."

"The Baron orchestrated the entire thing," Callen said. "The excavation, the hybrid ambush—all designed to test our capabilities."

"And you gave him exactly what he wanted," Morvane snapped. "A display of power that confirms every fear about Dragon Singers. Now he knows your limits, your tactics, how you respond under pressure."

She wasn't wrong, which made it worse. Callen had played directly into the Baron's hands, reacting instead of thinking, letting anger and instinct override strategy.

"What's done is done," Lysara interjected. "The question now is the Baron's gifts and his offer."

Finch stood, producing his notes from the previous day's analysis. His usual enthusiasm was dampened by obvious concern. "The fragments the Baron provided aren't what they seem. They're reconstructed dragon scales—genuine material but processed, reformed. Their structure has been altered to serve as conduits or possibly tracking devices."

"Tracking devices?" Seralyn leaned forward. "For what?"

"For genuine dragon fragments or sites," Finch explained. "Plant these near actual dragon remains, and they could corrupt them or mark them for later retrieval. It's insidious—they read as authentic to casual inspection, but their purpose is entirely different."

"He's using them on us," Callen added. "Last night, during the battle, I felt the fragments resonating from here. They're connected somehow to his hybrids, maybe to all his experiments."

The chamber erupted in angry voices. The revelation that the Baron's gifts were potentially weapons turned the debate from whether to accept his offer to whether they should destroy the fragments immediately.

"We should burn them," someone shouted.

"Study them first," Finch countered. "Understanding his methods could help us counter them."

"I might be able to help with that," Marten said, stepping forward. His voice was carefully controlled, but Callen caught the tightness in his jaw. "My brother Petr spent four months in the Institute before his transformation. He wrote to me about everything—thought I'd be proud." Marten's hands curled into fists at his sides. "He described the fragment tracking, how they monitored subjects between procedures, the signal patterns they used. He was a scholar, always documenting. I have his letters still. I've read them enough times to memorize every detail. I've seen how the supply lines work, how they move sensitive materials. But the Institute specifics—those came from Petr. Before they took him from himself."

The offer hung in the air. Helpful—undeniably helpful.

"You'd know what to look for?" Finch asked, interest overcoming suspicion.

"I'd know what shouldn't be there," Marten said carefully. "What's standard Kingdom manufacture versus what's... new. His experiments always left traces that regular soldiers learned to avoid."

Kira spoke up from her corner, her voice flat. "And we should trust you because...?"

Marten met her gaze steadily. "Because I walked away from the Baron's service when I saw what he was doing to people. Same as you did, Kira."

The room went very still. Kira's jaw tightened, the scales on her neck seeming to darken for a moment. Whatever history lay between them, it wasn't simple.

"Let him look," Callen said finally. "Under Finch's supervision. If he finds something useful, we'll know. If he's feeding information to the Baron..." He let the implication hang.

"Understood," Marten said. There was something in his eyes—gratitude, maybe, or the careful neutrality of someone who knew he was being tested.

"Enough," Commander Seralyn's voice cut through the remaining tension. "We vote. All in favor of accepting the Baron's offer of legitimization?"

Not a single hand rose.

"In favor of rejecting his offer and maintaining our independence?"

Every hand went up, even those who'd been wavering. The threat of the fragments had unified them in a way arguments never could.

Before Lysara could assign the task, Seralyn spoke up. "There's another matter—one that may affect how we approach the coming weeks."

The Pyrin commander had been quiet during the vote, her expression unreadable. Now she straightened, addressing the room with military precision.

"I've sent word to our territories. Requested support."

The chamber stirred. Garisk leaned forward, his scarred face showing rare interest. "Support? The Pyrin haven't mobilized openly in eight years."

"We haven't had a reason to." Seralyn's gaze swept the council. "A settlement defending gifted children. A Dragon Singer who chose protection over power. These things matter to my people—more than you might understand."

"And?" Morvane's voice carried its usual skepticism. "Words of solidarity won't feed our children or defend our walls."

"Not words. Warriors." Seralyn paused, letting that sink in. "I've asked Commander Thavrick to send fighters. Fifty, perhaps more. Supply wagons too—preserved foods, weapons, materials we've been stockpiling for years."

Callen felt the shift in the room's drift patterns—surprise giving way to calculation, hope flickering alongside suspicion. Fifty Pyrin warriors would transform their defensive capabilities. But alliances always came with complications.

"What do they want in return?" Lysara asked, cutting to the heart of it.

"To see it for themselves. The Academy. The Dragon Singer. The proof that gifted children can be trained rather than hunted." Seralyn's expression hardened. "Our people have been hiding so long, some have forgotten there's anything worth fighting for. This settlement—what you're building here—could remind them."

"Could also paint a larger target on us," Morvane observed. "If the Lord Regent learns the Pyrin are mobilizing⁠—"

"He'll learn regardless. Our choice is whether to face what's coming with fifty additional fighters or alone."

The council exchanged glances. No vote was called—this wasn't a decision to make in the moment—but Callen could see the calculations happening behind tired eyes.

"How long until we know?" he asked.

"A week. Perhaps ten days. The mountain passes are difficult this time of year, and they'll need to move carefully to avoid Kingdom patrols." Seralyn's jaw tightened. "If they come at all. Commander Thavrick is cautious. He may decide the risk outweighs the opportunity."

"Then we proceed as if we're alone," Lysara decided, "and hope we're pleasantly surprised. Then it's decided," Lysara said. "Callen, you'll deliver our response."

He nodded, though exhaustion weighed on him like lead. "I'll go now. Best not to delay."

"Take guards," Morvane suggested.

"No. That would signal fear." Callen stood, pleased when the room only swayed slightly. "The Baron already knows he can hurt us. No point in confirming it."

As he moved toward the door, Marten fell into step beside him—not close, but present.

"I meant what I said," Marten offered quietly. "About helping with the fragments."

"I know you did," Callen replied. "That's what concerns me."

Marten accepted the words without flinching. "Fair enough. I'll prove myself or I won't. Either way, you'll know where I stand."

He peeled off toward the vault, where Finch was already gathering his analysis tools. Callen watched him go, trying to read the set of his shoulders, the rhythm of his walk. Nothing obvious. Nothing wrong.

Which proved exactly nothing.

The walk to the gates felt longer than usual. Every step reminded him of the previous night's exertions, muscles protesting, the healing wound in his side pulling with each breath. But he kept his gait steady, aware that watchers lined the walls, that the Baron would have his people observing.

The Baron waited just beyond the gates with his usual small contingent of augmented guards. He stood in the same spot where he'd watched their return, as if he'd simply been waiting there all night. His clothes remained immaculate despite the outdoor conditions, his bearing that of someone attending a formal reception rather than a tense negotiation.

"Callen," he said, and the familiar use of his name rather than title was deliberate. "You've recovered remarkably quickly. Dragon Singer constitution, I suppose."

"More than that," Callen replied, not giving him the satisfaction of immediate business. "Dragon partnership. Shared strength, accelerated healing. Things you can simulate but never truly replicate."

The Baron's eyebrow rose slightly. "Interesting. The healing is bidirectional? The dragon aids your recovery as you aid his?"

Callen silently cursed himself for providing more data, but pressed on. "You wanted our answer."

"I assumed you'd need the full three days to deliberate. Such a momentous decision, after all." The Baron's tone carried mild amusement. "But then, you've always been decisive. It's what made you such an effective tool for the Black Veil."

"Tool. Yes, that's how you see everyone, isn't it?"

"I see potential and purpose. You had both, until sentiment clouded your judgment."

"You mean until I developed a conscience."

The Baron's smile was thin. "If that's what you call it. And that conscience has led you to...what decision, exactly?"

"Your demonstration showed us exactly what alliance with you would mean," Callen replied. "Manipulation, testing, being used as tools for your ambitions."

"Such harsh words." The Baron's tone remained mild, but something flickered in his eyes. "I prefer to think of it as mutual benefit. You survived, after all. Even learned something about your capabilities."

"We learned that you'll sacrifice anyone and anything for knowledge."

The Baron was quiet for a moment, studying Callen with the intensity of someone examining a particularly interesting specimen. Then, unexpectedly, he smiled—not his usual controlled expression but something that might have been genuine amusement.

"You've recovered fully, haven't you?" he said. "Not just functional but completely healed. Extraordinary. The dragon too, I assume? Yes, I can see it in your confidence. Fourteen hours from near-death to full capability. I hadn't accounted for that level of regeneration."

Callen kept his expression neutral, but internally he cursed. He'd just given the Baron another piece of data, confirming that Dragon Singer partnerships provided accelerated healing. One more advantage for the Baron to plan around.

"Where is my granddaughter?" the Baron asked, the sudden shift in topic deliberately jarring.

"Safe."

"That's not an answer. I have a right to see Nora."

"You lost that right when you had her father murdered."

The Baron's composure cracked slightly. "As I said, that was a miscalculation. Kiran's death was never my intention."

"Your intention was to remove an obstacle. That the obstacle was Nora's father was just an inconvenience to you."

As if summoned by her name, Amara emerged from the gates. She must have been watching, waiting. Her approach was deliberate, controlled, every inch the noble lady despite her simple healer's garments.

"Father," she said, the word carrying no warmth.

"Amara." His voice carried something that might have been regret. "Still refusing to see reason, I see."

"I see perfectly clearly. You're here because your crude methods failed. Now you try manipulation dressed as reconciliation."

"I'm here because despite everything, you're still my daughter and Nora is still my blood."

"Blood you were willing to spill," Amara shot back. "Or have you forgotten attacking us alongside Commander Stark?"

"Stark exceeded his mandate. His methods were... regrettable."

"Regrettable." Amara's voice could have frozen flame. "Is that what you call trying to kidnap your granddaughter?"

"She needs proper instruction⁠—"

"She needs a childhood free from your influence."

"Childhood is a luxury none of us can afford anymore." The Baron's gaze shifted between them. "You've rejected my offer. The council voted, I assume? Democracy in action, how quaint. But you should understand—rejection has consequences."

"Is that a threat?" Callen asked.

"A statement of fact. The political situation is shifting. The Lord Regent grows desperate as the Pyrin territories consolidate. Your little academy represents either an asset or a threat to various parties. Without official recognition, without protection..." He spread his hands in a gesture of regretful inevitability.

"We've survived without your protection so far."

"Against my previous, crude methods, yes. But I've learned so much since then." The Baron's smile returned, cold and calculating. "The hybrids you fought last night? Early models. The fragments I gifted you? A simple test of your analytical capabilities. You've shown me your strengths, your weaknesses, your moral boundaries. Information is the greatest weapon, and you've given me so much."

He turned to leave, then paused, looking back at Amara. "When winter comes and your supplies run low, when the settlements that promised trade reconsider their association with fugitives, remember my offer. When Nora begins to hear the calling more clearly, when the dragon in the north becomes impossible to ignore..." His smile sharpened. "Well, let's hope your pride doesn't cost more than you're willing to pay."

"Is that concern for your granddaughter, or another threat?" Amara asked.

"It's reality. The world is changing. Powers are shifting. The Lord Regent won't rule forever, and whoever comes next may be less... accommodating to your little experiment here." He adjusted his gloves with deliberate care. "I leave tomorrow at dawn. Sanctuary law grants me until then, but I see no point in prolonging this. You've made your position clear."

He began walking back to his camp, then called over his shoulder. "Oh, and Amara? When you see Nora next, tell her that her grandfather thinks of her often. Tell her that when she's ready to learn what she truly is, I'll be waiting."

"She knows what she is," Amara said firmly.

The Baron stopped, turning back one final time. "Does she? A child with Pyrin fire and Dragon Singer blood, hearing calls from ancient dragons, developing abilities neither tradition fully explains? You think your Academy teachers understand what she's becoming?" His voice dropped, carrying despite the distance. "You think you can protect her from herself when her power fully manifests? From those who would use her? From the dragons themselves?"

The questions hung in the air as he departed, leaving Callen and Amara standing at the gates.

"He knows about the northern dragon," Amara said quietly. "How?"

"The fragments," Callen realized. "They don't just track dragon sites. They sense dragon connections. Nora must have been near them, and they detected her bond with the northern dragon."

"Then he knows everything."

"Not everything. Not where it is, not what it wants. But enough." Callen watched the Baron's retreating form. "He's not going to attack. He's going to wait, let circumstances force us to come to him."

"Winter's approaching," Amara said. "Supplies are already tight. If the trade agreements fall through..."

"Then we'll have to choose between starvation and servitude." Callen turned back toward the settlement. "Unless we find another option."

"The northern journey?"

"Soon. Before the Baron figures out where the dragon is. Before winter makes travel impossible." He paused, looking at Amara. "He's right about one thing. Nora's connection is growing stronger. We can't ignore it much longer."

"I know," Amara said softly. "I just wanted her to have more time to be a child."

"She's your daughter," Callen said. "And the Baron's granddaughter. Childhood was never really an option."

As they walked back through the gates, Callen saw Marten emerging from the direction of the vault, Finch hurrying alongside him. The scholar's expression held that intensity that meant he'd discovered something.

"The fragments," Finch said breathlessly. "Marten was right—there's a secondary layer we missed. It activates when exposed to drift energy above a certain threshold. Meaning every time you or Nora or any of the stronger students practice near them, they're... pulsing. Sending some kind of signal." Finch glanced at Marten. "He showed me his brother's letters. Petr described the exact same activation pattern—it's how they tracked subjects who'd received fragment implants."

Marten stood slightly apart, his face carefully neutral. But when he spoke, his voice was rough. "Petr thought he was helping science. He documented everything so future subjects would know what to expect." He met Kira's suspicious gaze. "He'd want that knowledge used to stop this, not continue it."

"Could be he planted this discovery," Kira said, appearing from the shadows near the gate. She'd been watching the exchange with the Baron, Callen realized. Protecting them, or gathering information of her own? "Tell us what we'd find anyway, look helpful."

"Could be," Marten agreed, not rising to the bait. "Or could be I actually want to help the people who took me in when I had nowhere else to go." He met Kira's suspicious gaze. "Believe what you want. I'll keep doing what I can."

He walked away toward the barracks, his stride unhurried, unbothered. Kira watched him go, her expression unreadable.

"Keep an eye on him," Callen told her quietly.

"Already am." She touched the scales at her neck, an unconscious gesture. "Takes one to know one, right? Someone caught between what they were and what they're trying to become?"

She followed Marten at a distance, leaving Callen to wonder which of them he trusted less—and whether that distrust was wisdom or paranoia.

They walked back through the gates together, aware of the Baron's watchers, aware that every move they made provided him with more information. The game had evolved beyond simple conflict. Now it was about who could outmaneuver whom, who could force the other into an impossible position first.

The Baron would leave at dawn, his sanctuary expired. But his influence would remain—in the fragments they couldn't safely destroy, in the knowledge he'd gained, in the threats both spoken and implied.

One day to prepare for his departure. One day before the pretense of civility ended and they discovered what the Baron would do next.

Callen looked toward the northern mountains, where an ancient dragon waited, where thirteen eggs might exist, where answers to questions they hadn't even asked might be found.

Time was running out on all fronts. And Baron Selwyn knew it.


Chapter Nine


THE FRACTURES BENEATH



The council chamber felt different at night. Callen arrived to find half the members already assembled, most still in sleeping clothes hastily covered with cloaks. Oil lamps flickered in their sconces, casting shadows that danced across stone walls like living things. The urgency that had pulled them from their beds hung in the air like smoke.

"Where are the others?" Lysara asked, noting the empty seats where merchant representatives usually sat.

Elder Tomald's weathered face was grave in the lamplight. "That's part of why we're here."

Garrett stood slowly—the sole merchant representative present. His usually immaculate vest was wrinkled, gray hair uncombed. Callen could sense the man's exhaustion through the drift, a bone-deep weariness that spoke of sleepless nights and impossible decisions.

"Three families are packing their wagons," Garrett said. "They'll leave at dawn."

The words dropped into silence. Callen felt the ripple of shock through the room's drift patterns—surprise, anger, and beneath it all, fear.

"The Havershams, the Millbrooks, and the Corwins." Garrett's voice carried the weight of defeat. "Between them, they handle most of our grain and textile trade. They say Baron's offer of legitimacy would save their businesses."

"Cowards," someone muttered from the back.

"Pragmatists," Garrett corrected sharply. "The Havershams have lost sixty percent of their winter contracts. Other settlements won't trade with us anymore—they fear Kingdom retaliation for harboring a Dragon Singer."

Callen kept his expression neutral, but the words stung. His presence here, his bond with Kyraleth, had made them all targets. Through the window, he could sense his dragon's sleeping consciousness on the cliff above—peaceful, unaware of the fractures spreading through the community they protected.

"This is what comes of dramatic displays," Morvane said, leaning forward. "Dragons circling overhead, transformations in public view. We've painted targets on ourselves."

"We've given people hope," Pavel countered, his scarred hands flat on the table.

"Hope doesn't fill empty stomachs through winter," Morvane shot back. "The Academy consumes resources at one and a half times our production rate. Now we're losing our primary traders."

Callen watched the fractures spread through the council like cracks in ice. Baron hadn't needed to attack with force. He'd found their weakness and applied precisely the right pressure.

Thesk stood next. Callen knew him well—they'd worked together occasionally, sharing techniques and metal stock. A good man, solid worker, proud father. His hands bore fresh burns, the kind that came from distracted work.

"I need to say something." Thesk's voice was rough. "During the Baron's visit, while everyone watched the gates, his people found me at my forge. They made an offer."

The drift patterns in the room sharpened—attention focusing like a drawn blade.

"My son Bren—many of you know him. Seventeen, shows drift sensitivity. Too old for the Academy." Thesk's hands clenched. "The Baron's people said they'd take him. Said their Evolution Institute has ways to awaken power regardless of age."

"It's a trap," Kira said from her position near the door. Callen hadn't even sensed her arrival—she'd learned to mask her drift signature well. "The Evolution Institute doesn't awaken power—it forces transformation."

"You've seen your father's failures," Thesk replied carefully. "The Baron claims his methods are more refined."

"My wife wants us to accept," Thesk continued, voice dropping. "Bren is bitter about the rejection. He watches younger children learning abilities he'll never have."

Through the drift, Callen could feel Thesk's anguish—the pull between protecting his son and giving him what he wanted. It was a parent's nightmare, one that resonated with Callen's own fears for Nora.

"How many others?" Lysara asked.

"Five families that I know of," Pavel reported. "Two of them Pyrin. Their children show minor gifts—not enough for traditional training, too much to ignore."

Callen finally spoke. "He's using our own standards against us. Every child we turn away becomes a potential recruit."

"Then lower the standards," Morvane suggested.

"And watch them die when their bodies can't handle the transformation?" Callen shook his head. "We have age limits for a reason."

The debate continued, voices rising and falling like waves against stone. But before Lysara could call for order, Seralyn stood.

"There's news. I received word an hour ago." Something in her tone silenced the chamber. "Commander Thavrick has agreed. The delegation is already en route."

The announcement landed like a stone in still water. Pavel's scarred hands clenched against the table—Callen caught a flicker of complex emotion through the drift. Hope, yes, but something darker beneath it. Old wounds.

"How many?" Lysara asked.

"Fifty warriors confirmed. Supply wagons. And..." Seralyn hesitated, which was unlike her. "Thavrick is coming himself."

Elder Shendra drew a sharp breath. "Thavrick? He was ancient when I was young. I thought⁠—"

"Everyone thought he died at Greenvale," Seralyn confirmed. "Apparently the records were wrong." Her expression suggested there was more to that story. "They'll arrive within the week. Perhaps sooner if the weather holds."

"Why the change?" Callen asked. Ten days ago, Thavrick had been a cautious maybe. Now he was personally leading a delegation through dangerous territory. Something had shifted. "What convinced him?"

Seralyn's gaze found his—direct, unflinching. "Word reached our territories about your daughter. A child with white flame."

The temperature in the room seemed to drop. Callen felt Amara's hand find his beneath the table, her fingers cold despite the chamber's warmth.

"The white flame is significant to your people," Lysara said carefully.

"It's significant to everyone who remembers the old stories." Seralyn's voice carried weight. "Such children are rare. They don't..." She stopped herself, choosing different words. "They require specialized guidance. Knowledge we've preserved for precisely this circumstance."

"What kind of knowledge?" Amara demanded, her healer's instincts overriding protocol.

"The kind Thavrick will explain himself. I don't have the standing to share it." Seralyn spread her hands—a gesture of genuine helplessness. "I only know he considered it urgent enough to travel personally, despite his age, despite the risks. Draw your own conclusions."

The silence that followed was heavy with unasked questions. Callen's mind raced through implications—they'd wanted Pyrin support for military reasons, for the additional fighters and supplies. But if Thavrick was coming because of Nora, because of the white flame...

What did they know that the settlement didn't?

"We'll discuss this further," Lysara said finally, "after⁠—"

Before she could finish, Finch burst through the chamber doors, nearly dropping an armload of scrolls and journals. His hair was wilder than usual, ink staining his fingers up to the knuckles.

"Apologies for the interruption," he said, clearly not sorry at all. "But I've found something. The Thirteen—I believe I know where they are."

The chamber went still. Even Morvane's perpetual frown softened into something like interest.

"The dragon eggs?" Callen asked, rising from his seat.

"The same." Finch spread a map across the council table, weighted down with whatever objects came to hand—a candlestick, someone's abandoned cup, his own elbow. "I've been cross-referencing the temple fragments with geographical surveys from the Third Era. Look here."

He traced a line from three separate points on the map, all converging on a location in the mountains northeast of the settlement. "The texts reference 'where three waters meet beneath the stone.' I found a cavern system here"—he tapped the convergence point—"where three underground rivers join. The geological surveys describe extensive cave networks, and there are local legends about dragon carvings on the walls."

"Local legends," Lysara repeated skeptically.

"Corroborated by multiple sources," Finch insisted, pulling out a journal filled with his cramped handwriting. "A merchant's travel diary from sixty years ago mentions 'great serpents carved in stone, guarding passages too deep to explore.' A mining survey from the previous century notes unusual thermal readings—consistent with eggs in stasis. And this—" He produced a fragment of pottery, its surface marked with faded symbols. "Found in a trader's collection. The markings match Dragon Singer notation for 'sacred birth.'"

Callen studied the map. The location was remote but accessible—a three-day journey with a small team. If Finch was right...

"The pattern analysis is sound," Finch continued, his confidence building. "Three textual sources, physical evidence, geographical alignment. I'd stake my reputation on this being the Sanctuary of First Breath."

"Your reputation," Garrett muttered, "which includes three failed expeditions to find the 'lost library of Alderthorn.'"

Finch's enthusiasm flickered but didn't die. "The library existed. We simply found it had been relocated centuries before⁠—"

"We can't spare resources for speculation," Morvane interrupted. "Not with families leaving and winter approaching."

"Two scouts," Callen said. "Light and fast. They verify the location, report back. If Finch is right, we plan a proper expedition. If not, we've lost nothing but a few days."

The council debated briefly, but with the weight of the Thirteen eggs potentially in reach, even Morvane couldn't argue against minimal reconnaissance. Pavel volunteered two of his best—Maren and Dask, both experienced trackers who could move quickly through mountain terrain.

"Three days out, one day to explore, three days back," Pavel calculated. "They'll return within the week."

Finch was already adding notes to his journal, confidence radiating from every stroke of his pen. "Mark my words—this is the discovery that changes everything. The pattern analysis is irrefutable."

As the council finally adjourned, Callen caught the gleam of certainty in Finch's eyes. The scholar had convinced himself completely.

He hoped, for all their sakes, that the conviction was warranted.

After the council session paused—no resolution reached, only an agreement to reconvene at dawn—Callen stepped into the cold night air. The settlement lay quiet under stars, but beneath that stillness, he could feel the fractures spreading. Drift signatures flickered behind shuttered windows where families sat awake, arguing over impossible choices.

He walked the familiar path to the Academy, his boots crunching on frost-touched gravel. The forge district was dark except for Thesk's shop, where the glow of banked coals suggested the man had returned to his hammering, working out his anguish on innocent metal. The market square stood empty, but Callen could sense movement in the warehouses beyond—the Havershams and others preparing for their dawn departure.

The Academy grounds were theoretically quiet, but his drift sense had been right. Through the dormitory windows, he could see candlelight where there should be darkness, shadows moving against walls as students gathered in worried clusters.

He climbed the stairs silently, extending his awareness ahead. Vera's drift signature pulsed with distress, Kess's with sharp attention. They were discussing something that had them all on edge.

"My brother's showing signs," Vera continued. "Tam's only seven. My parents want to send him here."

"That's good, isn't it?"

"He'll get turned into a soldier. That's what we are, isn't it? Child soldiers for a war we didn't start."

The words hit Callen. Is that what he'd created? Not a school but a military academy? Through the door, he heard other voices joining the discussion—Mykal defending the training as self-defense, Tomás questioning the distinction, Lira lamenting her lost dreams of being a baker.

"The Baron offers power without the fighting," Vera said quietly. "His recruiter told my parents that Evolution Institute graduates become advisors, researchers, valuable assets to be protected."

"Lies," Marten said flatly.

Callen recognized the tone—the former Kingdom soldier rarely spoke of his past, but when he did, it carried authority.

"Then why does he need us?" Seera asked, and Callen felt a surge of pride at her insight despite her youth.

He'd heard enough. These children—his students—were wrestling with questions that had no easy answers. Part of him wanted to enter, to reassure them, but sometimes uncertainty needed space to resolve itself. Instead, he moved away, making a mental note to address their concerns in tomorrow's lesson.

He descended the stairs slowly, the wood creaking under his weight despite his careful steps. The hallway smelled of lamp oil and the lingering smoke from evening fires. Through the thin walls, he could hear other sounds—younger students crying in their sleep, older ones whispering prayers to whatever gods might listen. The Academy that had seemed so full of hope this morning now felt fragile as glass.

Outside, the night air bit at his exposed skin. The settlement spread before him, lit by scattered lanterns that did little to push back the darkness. He could see guards on the walls, their breath misting in the cold, and beyond them, the faint glow of campfires where Baron's forces waited. Always watching. Always ready.

Lysara intercepted him on his way to check the walls. "We need to talk. Privately."

She led him to her secure room, where Commander Seralyn and Marten waited. The thick walls dampened sound, and Callen could feel the drift-damping materials worked into the stone—Lysara took no chances with sensitive information.

"Tell him," Lysara said to Marten.

"One of the Baron's augmented guards—I recognized him. Corren Marsh. We served together. Supposedly died three months ago, but that was him. Modified, but him."

Callen processed this. "The Baron's recruiting from Kingdom forces?"

"And possibly from us," Seralyn added reluctantly. "Three of my patrol units have reported missing members. No bodies, no signs of struggle."

"A spy," Callen said, the pieces clicking together. "Someone's providing information."

"We're implementing new security," Lysara explained. "Quietly. But Callen, if we have a spy embedded deeply enough..."

"They could compromise the northern journey," he finished. His plans to investigate the dragon calling to Nora suddenly seemed far more dangerous.

"Or the Academy," Marten added. "Sixty children in one place. If someone provided their routines, vulnerabilities..."

Callen's jaw tightened. The thought of his students—already wrestling with fear and doubt—being betrayed from within made his old instincts flare. The Nightshade part of him, never fully buried, whispered of preemptive strikes and ruthless investigation.

"We watch," he said finally. "We prepare. And we trust carefully."

Through the window, dawn was approaching. Soon, merchant wagons would roll away. Some families would choose the Baron's promises over their uncertain freedom. The settlement would be weaker, more divided.

But also, perhaps, more unified among those who remained.

Callen left Lysara's secure room with the weight of new knowledge pressing on his shoulders. A spy among them. Missing warriors. The Baron recruiting from Kingdom forces. Each revelation added another crack to their already fragile security. He moved through the settlement as the sky began to lighten, noting how different it looked in these pre-dawn hours—shadows retreating reluctantly, buildings emerging from darkness like ships from fog.

The main thoroughfare was already showing signs of activity. He passed the bakery where the ovens were being lit, the smell of wood smoke mixing with the promise of morning bread. But there were gaps too—shops that should be preparing for the day sat dark, their owners either packing to leave or paralyzed by indecision. The settlement felt like a smile with missing teeth.

Callen found Amara in the Healer's House as the first light touched the sky. She was finishing treatment on someone's hands—Mira the weaver, he realized, recognizing her through the drift.

"I'll wait outside," he said, but Amara shook her head.

"We're nearly done. And Mira was just telling me about the Baron's offer to help Senna."

The young girl was curled in the corner, pretending to sleep but her drift signature radiating guilt and misery. Callen knew that feeling—the sense that your very existence caused harm to those you loved.

"Power isn't ruination," Amara was saying to both mother and daughter. "It's change. And change is always hard."

Callen watched his partner work—not just healing physical wounds but tending to the deeper injuries of fear and desperation. She mentioned the Academy's emergency funds for families affected by emerging abilities, her tone making it community support rather than charity.

When Mira and Senna left, Amara slumped in her chair. "Twelve families this week," she said quietly. "All facing the same crisis. Children whose gifts destroy their parents' livelihoods."

"The Baron knows exactly where to apply pressure," Callen said.

"He's offering them solutions. Real or not, they sound better than slow starvation." Amara began cleaning her instruments. "Are you going to watch the departures?"

"I have to."

She nodded. "Some of the council want you to stop them. Morvane suggested you could 'demonstrate' why leaving is dangerous."

"Fear won't hold a community together."

"Neither will freedom if it comes with empty stomachs." She met his gaze. "Three merchant families, at least two others considering the Evolution Institute. The settlement is hemorrhaging, Callen."

Through the window, they could see wagons gathering in the square. Dawn had arrived, and with it, the consequences of choice.

Callen and Amara walked together toward the square, neither speaking. The settlement was waking around them—doors opening tentatively, faces appearing at windows, everyone drawn by the same grim curiosity. The morning mist clung to the ground, giving the wagons an ethereal quality, as if they might be spirits rather than solid wood and iron.

The Havershams' wagon was loaded highest, three generations of merchant records and trade goods piled carefully and covered with oiled canvas. The Millbrooks had been more selective, taking only the most valuable stock. The Corwins seemed to have packed everything they owned, their wagon groaning under the weight. Each family's approach to leaving said something about their expectations—hope, pragmatism, or fear.

The morning air was cold as Callen stood at the edge of the square, watching three merchant wagons prepare for departure. His breath misted before him, and he could smell wood smoke from morning fires mixing with the earthier scent of horses and leather. A crowd had gathered—some angry, others understanding, most simply afraid of what this meant.

Elder Tomald moved through the crowd like a calming presence, speaking quietly to various groups. Callen caught fragments through enhanced hearing—reminders of Kingdom betrayals, stories of failed promises, gentle wisdom that wouldn't force but might persuade.

Thesk stood with his son Bren near the Haversham wagon. The young man's jaw was set, defiant, but Callen could sense his uncertainty through the drift. After a long moment, Bren shook his head and stepped back. They wouldn't be leaving—not today.

But the Carters were there, their fourteen-year-old daughter clutching a small bag. And the Brennans, their sixteen-year-old son trying to look confident despite the fear Callen could sense.

"You could stop us," Mrs. Carter said, approaching him. Not challenging, just stating fact.

"I could," Callen agreed. "But that would make me no better than those you're going to."

Her expression cracked slightly. "My daughter deserves a chance at power. At being special."

"She already is special. The Baron will just make her into a tool."

"Maybe. But a useful tool is better than a broken child."

There was no arguing with desperation. Callen reached into his pocket, pulling out two small tokens—metal discs he'd forged himself, marked with his personal seal.

"Take these," he said, handing one to each young person. "If you ever need to leave—if things become unbearable—show these at our gates. You'll be welcomed back, no questions."

The girl clutched hers tightly. The boy tried to hand his back, pride warring with practicality, but his mother's sharp look made him pocket it.

The wagons began to roll. Three merchant families, two hopeful recruits for the Evolution Institute. The crowd watched in silence as their community became smaller.

Callen didn't immediately follow. Instead, he moved through the dispersing crowd, sensing their emotions through the drift—anger giving way to sorrow, fear hardening into determination. He stopped at the bakery, where old Henrik was already pulling the first loaves from his oven despite the tears on his weathered face—the Havershams had been his primary grain suppliers. At the smithy, Thesk's apprentices were stoking the forge, preparing for a day's work that would continue despite everything.

The Academy walls rose before him, and he could sense Nora's presence above—that unique signature of Pyrin fire and Dragon Singer blood that made her so precious and so dangerous. He climbed the stone steps slowly, each one worn smooth by generations of watchers. The morning sun was fully up now, painting the settlement in gold and shadow, making it look both beautiful and fragile.

Callen climbed to the Academy walls where Nora and Kira stood watching the departure. His daughter looked older than her nine years, understanding too much of what this meant.

"Did your father give people choices?" Nora asked Kira suddenly.

Callen tensed, but Kira's response was thoughtful. "He gave them what they wanted to hear. That's different from choice."

"The Baron gives them what they want to hear too," Nora observed.

"Yes. But he's better at making it sound like truth."

Below, the settlement was already adapting. Those who remained were reinforcing defenses, the sound of hammering beginning before the wagons were even out of sight. They were fewer now, but perhaps more committed.

"Will they come back?" Nora asked.

Callen put his hand on her shoulder, feeling how small she still was despite the power she carried. "Some might. Others will become warnings for those who consider leaving."

"That's sad."

"Yes," he agreed. "It is."

Through the drift, he could sense the settlement's new rhythm—smaller, tighter, tinged with loss but also with determination. Baron Selwyn had shown them their weakness, fractured their unity.

But what remained might be stronger for having chosen to stay.

The real test would come with winter, with shortages, with the Baron's inevitable return. But for now, in this morning light, those who remained were already working to fill the gaps left behind.

Callen watched his students arriving for morning training, their faces showing the strain of sleepless nights and hard questions. He would address their fears today, acknowledge the truth in Vera's words about child soldiers while helping them understand the necessity.

The settlement had fractured, but it hadn't broken. Not yet.


Chapter Ten


FIRST PATROL



The moon was new, leaving the night black as pitch—perfect conditions for what Callen had planned. Six advanced students waited in the Academy's courtyard, their nervous energy palpable through the drift. They thought darkness would be their enemy tonight. They were about to learn it could be an ally.

Earlier that afternoon, Callen had watched the younger students' fire-shaping exercises from the training hall's observation balcony. The assignment was simple: create a flame bird, hold it for ten breaths, release it cleanly.

Nora began well. Her sparrow took shape with precise control—wings, tail, the suggestion of a beak. Better form than students twice her age. Callen allowed himself a moment of pride.

Then the sparrow's wings stretched. Lengthened. The body thickened, neck extending, and suddenly it wasn't a bird at all. The construct towered over Nora's head, wings spreading wide enough to cast shadows across three students. Not a sparrow. Something with a dragon's silhouette.

Nora's eyes went wide with panic. "I'm not—this isn't⁠—"

The fire-dragon opened its mouth as if to roar.

She clenched her fists and pulled, dragging the flames back into herself with desperate force. The construct collapsed, sparks scattering across the stone floor. Nora dropped to her knees, shaking, her face drained of color.

In the silence that followed, Vera whispered what everyone was thinking: "It looked like it wanted to be something else."

Nora hadn't answered. Neither had Callen. But he'd thought about it all afternoon.

Every so often the drift surged unpredictably, and Callen noticed it wasn't random. The worst fluctuations happened near the oldest structures—the well, the original forge, the council building's foundation.

As if something beneath the settlement was interfering with their power.

As if something beneath was listening.

The settlement horn sounded—two short blasts indicating returning scouts. Callen's stomach tightened. Maren and Dask weren't due back for another two days.

He met them at the gates, where a small crowd had already gathered despite the late hour. Both scouts looked exhausted but unharmed—no emergency, then. But something in Maren's expression made Callen's hope curdle.

Finch arrived moments later, breathless from running, his journal clutched to his chest. "Well? The caverns—did you find them?"

Maren exchanged a glance with Dask before answering. "We found caverns, all right. Right where your map said they'd be."

"And the dragon carvings? The sacred chambers?"

"The carvings were there." Maren's voice was carefully neutral. "Very impressive ones. Serpents and dragons covering every wall, just like the legends described."

Finch's face lit up. "Then⁠—"

"They were decorative," Dask interrupted, pulling something from his pack. A wine bottle, dusty but intact, bearing an ornate label. "The 'Sanctuary of First Breath' is a wine cellar. Was a wine cellar. Some merchant lord built it two centuries ago—apparently he had a taste for dragon motifs and theatrical presentation. The 'three waters' are irrigation channels for his vineyard. The 'thermal readings' came from fermenting equipment. We found his family crest carved above the main entrance."

He handed the bottle to Finch, who took it numbly. "The locals call it the Dragon's Cellar. It's a minor landmark. They thought we were tourists."

The silence that followed was excruciating. Finch stared at the bottle, then at his notes, then at the map he'd been so certain about.

"The textual analysis," he said weakly. "The convergence of sources⁠—"

"Converged on a wine cellar," Maren confirmed, not unkindly. "Probably because the merchant spread those stories himself. Good for business, apparently. The 'sacred birth' pottery you found? His trademark. He stamped it on every bottle."

Callen watched Finch's certainty crumble. The scholar's shoulders sagged, his grip on the journal loosening.

"I was so sure," Finch said quietly. "The pattern matching was elegant. The sources corroborated each other perfectly."

"Because they all traced back to the same origin—a merchant's marketing campaign." Callen kept his voice even. "What did you learn?"

Finch was quiet for a long moment. When he spoke, his voice was subdued but thoughtful. "That corroboration means nothing if all sources share a common contamination. That elegant patterns can emerge from fabrication as easily as truth. That certainty..." He looked at the wine bottle with something like disgust. "That certainty is the enemy of accuracy."

"Will this happen again?"

"Not like this." Finch straightened slightly, scholar's pride reasserting itself through the humiliation. "I'll establish verification protocols. Primary source authentication. Independent corroboration requirements." He tucked the wine bottle into his satchel. "I'll keep this as a reminder. Every theory requires proof, not just pattern."

The crowd dispersed, some hiding smiles, others offering sympathetic murmurs. Finch retreated toward his study, already muttering about revised methodologies.

Callen let him go. The scholar would recover—academics were accustomed to being wrong. What mattered was that he'd learn from it.

And the Thirteen eggs remained hidden, waiting to be found by someone whose patterns led somewhere real.

"Papa, wait!"

Nora's voice stopped him at the courtyard gate. She ran up, dressed in training leathers, a practice blade at her hip—every inch the young warrior she was trying to become. The sight made his chest tight with pride and worry in equal measure.

"I want to come," she said, slightly breathless. "I've been practicing my drift sensing. I can navigate in darkness as well as anyone."

"I know you can, little spark." He knelt to her level, noting how much less he had to bend these days. She was growing so fast. "But not tonight."

Her face fell. "Because I'm too young."

"No." He shook his head firmly. "Age has nothing to do with it. You're more mature than students twice your years—you've had to be. I'd trust you in a fight before half the adults in this settlement."

Her expression shifted, confusion replacing disappointment. "Then why?"

"Because the dragon in the north has been speaking to you more frequently." He kept his voice gentle but firm. "That connection makes you vulnerable in ways we don't fully understand yet. Out there, in the dark, if it called to you strongly..."

"I could lose focus," she finished, disappointment clear but understanding dawning. "The connection could overwhelm me at the wrong moment."

"And if that happened during combat, if the dragon's voice filled your mind when you needed to defend yourself..." He let her complete the thought.

"I could endanger the others. Or myself." She nodded slowly, processing with the analytical mind that reminded him so much of Amara. "It's not about being ready to fight. It's about having an uncontrolled variable that could activate at any time."

"Exactly. You understand tactics better than most. This is tactical wisdom, not doubt in your abilities."

"Or yourself." He placed a hand on her shoulder. "This isn't about your abilities, Nora. You're one of the strongest students we have. It's about knowing when certain risks aren't worth taking."

She nodded slowly, the maturity of her acceptance another reminder that childhood was slipping away from her too quickly. "Will you tell me about it tomorrow? What you see, what happens?"

"Every detail," he promised. "And when we understand your connection to the northern dragon better, you'll be the first one I choose for these exercises."

Nora nodded slowly, but her gaze drifted toward the eastern horizon—toward the mountain passes where the Pyrin delegation would soon appear. "Papa? The Pyrin who are coming... Seralyn said their elder knows about children like me."

"That's what she said."

"Children with white flame." Nora's voice dropped. "She didn't finish her sentence. In the council meeting. She said such children are rare, and then she stopped. But I could feel what she didn't say."

Callen's chest tightened. Sometimes he forgot how perceptive she was—how the dragon connection had sharpened senses that were already unusually keen. "What did you feel?"

"Fear. And sadness." She looked up at him, and he saw the white flame flickering in her eyes—faint, but present even when she wasn't actively manifesting. "The other children like me. They died, didn't they?"

He couldn't lie to her. She would feel the deception through the drift, and the truth discovered later would hurt worse than the truth offered now. "I don't know. But that's why the elder is coming. To help us understand what's happening. To find ways to keep you safe."

"Or to see if I'm already too far gone." The words were matter-of-fact, too adult for a nine-year-old. "I heard Morvane talking to one of the traders. He thinks I'm dangerous. That the settlement would be safer without me."

"Morvane fears what he doesn't understand. That's not the same as being right."

"But what if he is?" She looked at her hands, where wisps of white fire danced along her fingertips despite her best efforts. "What if I can't control it? What if the dragon's call gets too strong, and I burn everything?"

Callen knelt to her level, taking those dangerous hands in his own. The white flame licked at his skin—warm, not burning, recognizing him through their bond. "Then we face that together. You, me, your mother, Kyraleth. And now the Pyrin, who've been dealing with fire for generations longer than anyone else. You're not alone in this, Nora. Whatever comes, you don't face it alone."

She was quiet for a moment, processing. Then, unexpectedly: "The delegation arrives in three days. The same number I keep seeing in my dreams. Three flames. Three mountains. Three days."

A chill ran down Callen's spine. The conjunction of three that Finch had mentioned. The pattern Nora kept dreaming. Coincidence, or something more deliberate?

"When they arrive," he said carefully, "I want you to tell Elder Thavrick about your dreams. Every detail you can remember. Will you do that?"

"Even the scary parts?"

"Especially those."

She hugged him quickly—a rare display of affection in front of the other students—then ran back toward their quarters. Callen watched her go, the weight of protecting her future heavy on his shoulders.

"She has your stubbornness," a voice said from the shadows.

Kira stepped into view, the scales on her neck catching what little starlight filtered through the clouds. Stark's daughter had been helping with combat training for the past week, her unique understanding of enhanced soldiers proving invaluable. But she rarely spoke to anyone beyond necessary instruction.

"I prefer to call it determination," Callen replied, turning to check the other students' readiness.

Pavel stood among them, the young Pyrin warrior's scarred hands already beginning to glow faintly with contained fire. He'd volunteered to assist with tonight's exercise, claiming the students needed to learn to coordinate with Pyrin fighters. Callen suspected he was simply bored with routine patrols.

"Why do you protect me?" Kira asked suddenly, her voice barely audible.

The question caught him off-guard. "What do you mean?"

"The settlement barely tolerates my presence. They see my father's experiments every time they look at me." She touched the scales on her neck unconsciously. "But you've ensured I have quarters, work, purpose. Why?"

Callen studied her for a moment. She was sixteen, maybe seventeen—difficult to tell with the changes Stark had forced on her. Too young to carry the weight of her father's sins, too marked to ever fully escape them.

"Your father trained me," he said finally. "Shaped me into a weapon. For years, I thought that training was all I was—the skills, the killing, the cold efficiency he prized." He checked his weapons, hands moving with practiced ease. "Then I found Nora and Amara. Learned that skills could protect instead of destroy. That the weapon could choose its purpose."

"And you think I can choose differently than he did?"

"I think you already have. You're here, helping train defenders, not creating monsters in some laboratory." He met her gaze directly. "Your father never understood that power without choice is just slavery. He forced those scales on you, but what you do with the abilities they grant—that's yours to decide."

Kira was quiet for a moment, processing. "Is that what you want for Nora? Choice?"

"I want her to have what neither of us did—the chance to become who she truly is, not what others shape her to be." He turned to address the waiting students. "Though tonight, I'd settle for everyone surviving their first real patrol."

The students straightened as he approached, trying to hide their nervousness. They ranged in age from fifteen to twenty, each showing strong drift sensitivity and combat potential. Tonight would test whether potential could become capability.

"Blindfolds," Callen instructed.

They obeyed, though he caught several confused glances. Once their eyes were covered, he continued.

"Sight is a crutch. It tells you what's directly ahead but blinds you to the larger pattern. Tonight, you navigate by drift alone. Feel the energy patterns around you—stone, wood, earth, life. Every material has its own resonance. Every living thing creates ripples in the drift."

"But Master Callen," Kess spoke up, the former street thief's voice uncertain, "what if we can't sense clearly enough?"

"Then you learn quickly or you stumble." He moved among them, his own drift sense monitoring their attempts. "Pavel will create fire markers at intervals—not to see by, but to serve as drift beacons. You'll follow them, maintain formation, and react to any changes in the pattern."

"What kind of changes?" Mykal asked.

"The kind that try to kill you," Pavel said cheerfully, small flames dancing between his fingers. "Ready?"

They moved out in single file, Callen leading, Kira at the rear, Pavel ranging alongside. The blindfolded students stumbled at first, hands outstretched like children playing a trust game. Their feet caught on roots they couldn't sense, shoulders bumped trees that seemed to appear from nowhere. Kess walked directly into a low-hanging branch, cursing creatively as she ducked beneath it.

The night air was cool against their skin, carrying the scent of pine resin and damp earth. An owl called somewhere to their left, the sound startling Mykal into veering off path until Pavel's hand steadied him. The forest floor crunched beneath their boots—dry leaves, twigs, the occasional patch of moss that muffled their steps unexpectedly.

But necessity bred adaptation. Vera was first to find the rhythm, her breathing evening out as she stopped fighting the darkness and started flowing with it. She began to feel the subtle temperature differences—tree trunks cooler than open air, Pavel's fire markers warm against the night's chill. Within minutes, the others followed her lead. They learned to sense the path not through their feet but through their whole bodies—feeling how air moved differently around obstacles, how the drift itself flowed like water around solid objects.

"Better," Callen called back. "Now maintain awareness while moving faster."

They picked up speed, confidence growing. The forest became a pattern of sensations rather than a visual landscape. Soft earth that gave slightly underfoot. Hard stone that rang with different resonance. The living pulse of trees, each with its own subtle signature—oak solid and deep, pine sharp and resinous.

Callen extended his own awareness, and the world bloomed into complex patterns. His bond with Kyraleth had transformed his drift sense from a candle to a bonfire. He could feel every student's heartbeat, track Pavel's heat signature, sense Kira's unusual resonance where dragon scales merged with human flesh. Beyond them, the forest teemed with life—small animals, insects, the slow pulse of trees drawing water from deep roots.

You're enjoying this, Kyraleth observed from his perch miles away. Teaching suits you better than killing ever did.

Perhaps. Though the night's not over yet.

They traveled for nearly an hour before Callen called a halt at a small clearing. The students removed their blindfolds, blinking as their eyes struggled to adjust.

"What did you learn?" he asked.

"The drift has layers," Vera said immediately. "Surface patterns from immediate objects, but deeper currents underneath."

"Trees feel different from rocks," Mykal added. "Not just texture but... essence?"

"Living things pulse," Kess contributed. "Even plants have a rhythm."

Callen nodded approvingly. "Good observations. Now—" He drew his sword, the steel singing softly as it cleared the sheath. "Feel this."

He channeled drift energy through the blade, not enough to make it glow but sufficient to change its resonance. The students' eyes widened as they sensed the weapon's transformation from simple steel to something more.

"Weapons can be enhanced through the drift," he explained. "Not just heated or strengthened, but given purpose. Intent matters as much as power. A blade wielded in anger carries that anger. A sword raised in defense resonates with protection."

"Can we learn that?" Mykal asked eagerly.

"Eventually. For now, focus on sensing the difference. In combat, knowing whether an opponent's weapon carries drift enhancement could save your life."

He had them practice sensing each other's weapons, noting how emotional states affected the resonance. Pavel demonstrated how Pyrin fire could coat a blade without damaging it, creating a weapon that cut and burned simultaneously. Kira showed how her partial transformation allowed her to sense drift patterns most humans couldn't detect.

They were two miles from the settlement when Callen felt it—a disturbance in the drift patterns ahead. Wrong. Manufactured. Like the corrupted resonance from the Baron's hybrids but subtler.

Warning, Kyraleth's mental voice carried urgency. Corrupted ones approach. Five... no, six. Moving to intercept.

Callen raised his hand, and the group stopped. "Remove blindfolds. Weapons ready."

The students obeyed, blinking as their eyes struggled to adjust to the darkness. But they'd learned something in their blindfolded march—their other senses remained heightened, their drift awareness active.

"What is it?" Pavel asked quietly, flames already forming around his hands.

"Hybrid scouts. Six of them." Callen drew his sword, every instinct screaming to take point, to protect these young fighters who'd never faced real combat. His hand tightened on the hilt as he fought internal debate.

They were so young. Vera had just turned sixteen. Mykal still sent half his earnings home to support younger siblings. They'd trained hard, yes, but training and reality were different beasts entirely. If one of them died because he'd held back...

But then he thought of the Baron's forces growing stronger, of the battles that were surely coming. These students wouldn't always have masters to protect them. Better they face their first real combat with support nearby than alone when winter came and resources grew scarce. Better they learn now that they could survive, could protect each other.

"This is your test," he said finally, sheathing his sword with deliberate slowness. "Kira, Pavel—observe but don't interfere unless someone's life is in immediate danger."

"You're letting students face hybrids?" Kira's voice carried disbelief.

"I'm letting them face reality. They won't always have masters to protect them." He stepped back, though every instinct screamed to take point. "Form pairs. Watch each other's backs. Remember—hybrids are strong but unstable. Use that against them."

The hybrids emerged from the forest like nightmares given form. These were newer models—more human in appearance but with wrong proportions, arms too long, mouths that opened too wide. They moved with predatory intent, spreading out to surround the students.

Kess paired with Mykal, and they moved like they'd rehearsed this—which they had, countless times in the practice yard. But practice hadn't prepared them for the smell—rotting flesh mixed with something chemical, preservation fluids leaking from imperfect seams.

The first hybrid lunged at them. Kess rolled left. Mykal went right. Their blades found the creature's flanks simultaneously, opening wounds that bled black in the starlight. The hybrid screamed—too human, too wrong—and spun toward Mykal. Kess darted in, her street-fighting instincts taking over. She didn't strike where training suggested but where opportunity presented—hamstringing the creature with a low slash that sent it stumbling.

Mykal's heavier blade found its neck. Not clean, not pretty. It took three strikes before the hybrid stopped moving.

Two other pairs had engaged. One of the students—Lira, who'd shown strong Pyrin heritage—set her blade ablaze with orange fire. The hybrid facing her recoiled from the flames, some deep instinct reacting to the pure Pyrin fire. Her partner, a boy named Tomás, exploited the distraction. His sword found gaps in the hybrid's modified hide, each strike guided by drift sense to weak points.

But it was messy. Tomás took claws across his shoulder, crying out as enhanced talons parted leather and flesh. Lira's fire wavered as she turned to help him. The hybrid pressed forward.

"Fire wall!" Pavel shouted. "Between you and it!"

Lira reacted on instinct, throwing up a barrier of flame. The hybrid crashed through—these new models had some fire resistance—but the moment's delay let Tomás recover. Together they brought it down, though both were bloodied.

The third pair struggled more. Neither had special abilities beyond basic drift sense, and their hybrid seemed stronger, more stable. It drove them back toward the trees, using its elongated reach to keep them at bay. One student—Marten—tried to close distance and took a backhanded blow that sent him sprawling.

Pavel started forward, but Callen caught his arm. "Wait."

Marten's partner, a girl named Elena, did something unexpected. She sheathed her sword and grabbed a fallen branch, setting it ablaze with a friction technique Callen had taught them. Not Pyrin fire, but simple ignition through drift-enhanced speed. She thrust the burning branch at the hybrid's face.

It recoiled, and Marten, still on the ground, drove his blade up through its abdomen. Not fatal to a hybrid, but debilitating. Elena retrieved her sword and together they finished it, both shaking with adrenaline.

But the sixth student, a girl named Vera, found herself separated. A hybrid advanced on her, its elongated arms giving it reach she couldn't match. She retreated, fear disrupting her drift sense, her sword shaking in her grip.

The hybrid lunged.

Callen moved without thought, his blade intercepting the hybrid's claws inches from Vera's throat. The force of the impact sent vibrations up his arm, but he held firm, scales rippling across his skin as he partially transformed.

"Breathe," he told Vera calmly, as if they were in the practice yard. "Feel its pattern in the drift. Find the weakness."

She nodded, steadying. Her eyes unfocused slightly as she extended her senses. "There—the left knee. Something's wrong with it."

"Then exploit it."

He disengaged, stepping back. The hybrid turned toward him, recognizing the greater threat, but Vera was already moving. Her blade found the weakness she'd sensed, cutting through improperly fused tissue. The hybrid stumbled, and she pressed her advantage, fear transforming into determination.

Around them, the other students had found their rhythm. Kess and Mykal had engaged a second hybrid, their confidence growing with each exchange. They moved like dancers now—Kess low and quick, Mykal high and powerful. When the hybrid tried to grab Kess, Mykal's blade severed its reaching arm. When it turned on him, she hamstrung it from behind.

Lira had abandoned her sword entirely, fighting with pure Pyrin fire. Spheres of flame struck the hybrid's joints, not killing but crippling, letting Tomás finish it with precise strikes. His shoulder still bled, but he'd learned to fight through pain—perhaps the most valuable lesson of all.

Marten and Elena had developed their own strategy, using the forest itself. They baited their second hybrid between two trees, then Elena heated the sap until it exploded, coating the creature in burning resin. It thrashed, blinded, and Marten took its head with a double-handed swing.

Pavel incinerated one that got too close to a struggling pair. Kira's blade found another's throat when it threatened to overwhelm Kess. But mostly, the students handled themselves.

The last hybrid fell beneath combined attacks from three students. As it died, it reached toward Callen, its malformed mouth struggling to form words.

"They... told us... to find... you..." it wheezed, black blood frothing from its lips. "The Singer... must... be... ready..."

Then it was gone, leaving only the question of who "they" were.

"Back to the settlement," Callen ordered, noting injuries that would need tending. "Mykal, help Vera—that cut needs binding. Pavel, burn the bodies. We don't leave corruption for scavengers to find."

As Pavel's flames consumed the hybrid remains, Kira approached Callen.

"You could have ended that fight in seconds," she said quietly.

"Yes."

"But you let them struggle. Let them get hurt."

"I let them learn. There's a difference." He watched his students supporting each other, their fear transformed into confidence by survival. "Your father believed in creating perfect weapons through force. I believe in helping people find their own strength."

"Even when it puts them at risk?"

"Especially then. Safety teaches nothing. Adversity teaches everything."

They made it back to the settlement without further incident. The students were exhausted but exhilarated, their first real combat survived. They'd have scars—physical and mental—but also knowledge that they could face nightmares and prevail.

After seeing them to the healers and ensuring Vera's wound was properly tended, Callen made his way to Kyraleth's cliff.

The hybrids were searching for you specifically, the dragon observed as Callen mounted.

"The dying one said they were told to find me. That I must be ready."

Ready for what?

"Unknown. But it feels like a warning more than a threat."

They flew in expanding circles, Kyraleth's superior night vision combined with Callen's drift sense covering miles of territory. The forest below showed no further corruption, no more wrongness in the patterns.

It was on their third circuit that they spotted the convoy.

The Baron's departing procession moved along the main road, lit by torches that made them visible for miles. The augmented guards maintained perfect formation despite the late hour, surrounding the Baron's carriage like a mobile fortress.

We should follow, Kyraleth suggested. Ensure he leaves.

They shadowed the convoy from above, staying high enough to avoid detection. The Baron was keeping his word, departing at the promised time. But something felt wrong. The formation was too perfect, too organized for a simple departure.

Then Callen saw them—shadows moving through the forest parallel to the road. Too many to be bandits, too organized to be refugees. They were converging on a point ahead where the road narrowed between rocky outcroppings.

An ambush. But whose?

The attack came swiftly. Crossbow bolts erupted from the forest, striking several guards. The convoy erupted into chaos as fighters emerged from concealment—not hybrids but humans, wearing no identifying marks.

The Baron's augmented guards responded with devastating efficiency, their enhanced strength and speed turning the battle brutal. But the attackers had numbers and surprise.

Through it all, Callen watched the Baron's carriage. The man himself never emerged, never showed fear. As if he'd expected this. As if he'd planned it.

We should help, Kyraleth said, though his mental tone suggested reluctance.

Should we? Callen watched as the Baron's guards began to rally, their superior training showing. This feels staged. The Baron doesn't get ambushed. He creates situations that look like ambushes.

A group of attackers reached the carriage, prying open the door. It was empty. A decoy.

The real Baron emerged from a supply wagon, dressed in common clothes, moving with purpose toward the forest. Several figures met him there—people who'd supposedly been attacking him moments before.

He's recruiting, Callen realized. This whole thing is a recruitment drive. Attack his own convoy, see who fights well, offer them positions.

They watched as the Baron spoke with the fighters, saw pouches of gold change hands, observed new "guards" joining his force while bodies of those who'd refused were quietly disposed of.

We're leaving, Callen decided. We've seen enough.

As they turned back toward the settlement, Callen couldn't shake the image of the Baron's calculated manipulation. Even his departure was a scheme, a way to gain more resources, more weapons.

The dying hybrid's message echoed in his mind. Someone wanted him to be ready. The dragon calling to Nora awaited in the mountains. The Baron was building forces through deception. All these threads seemed to weave toward the same pattern, though he couldn't yet see the final design.

All paths seemed to lead to the same direction, toward the same inevitable confrontation.

But tonight, his students had proven themselves. They'd faced corrupted monsters and survived. Small victories, but in a war of attrition, every victory mattered.

Tomorrow, he would tell Nora about the patrol, as promised. He would praise the students' performance, tend their wounds, help them process their first real combat.

But he would also begin preparing for the journey north. Because whatever waited there—dragon, trap, or truth—it was calling to all of them.

And soon, they would have to answer.


Chapter Eleven


THE DELEGATION



A tremor woke Callen before dawn—brief, barely noticeable, but enough to rattle the cups on their shelf. Amara stirred beside him.

"Earthquake?"

"Maybe." But earthquakes didn't leave behind a sensation of anger, a residue in the drift that tasted like old grief.

He sat quietly before getting up and then found Nora before dawn, as he'd promised. She listened with wide eyes as he described the patrol—the blindfolded march, the students learning to sense through the drift, the hybrid attack. He told her how Kess and Mykal had fought back-to-back, how Vera had found a weakness in the drift patterns, how Lira's Pyrin fire had turned the tide.

"They were brave," Nora said quietly when he finished.

"They were terrified. But they fought anyway." He paused, debating whether to share the last part. "One of the hybrids said something before it died. That I must be ready. That the Singer must be ready."

Nora's expression shifted—recognition mixed with something he couldn't identify. "The dragon shows me that word sometimes. Ready. Like it's counting down to something."

Before he could press further, the morning bell rang, calling them both to their duties.

The morning sun cast long shadows across the Academy's training ground as Callen watched his students work through their exercises. Nearly sixty of them now, arranged in careful formations that kept the more volatile abilities separated. The air hummed with controlled energy—drift patterns overlapping and interweaving as the children learned to sense each other without triggering accidents.

"Feel the spaces between," Callen instructed, his voice carrying across the field. "The drift isn't just in objects—it flows through the gaps, the emptiness. That's where control lives."

Kess stood at the front of one group, her face screwed in concentration as she attempted to crack—not shatter—a series of clay pots arranged on wooden posts. Her first attempt obliterated the pot entirely, sending fragments spraying across the grass. The second fared little better.

"Too much force," Callen said, approaching her. "You're trying to overwhelm it. Think of it like..." He paused, searching for the right analogy. "Like picking a lock instead of breaking down the door."

"I was never much good at picking locks either," Kess muttered, but she closed her eyes and tried again.

Callen watched her concentrate, extending his drift sense to monitor her control. The fracture she created was precise this time—a hairline crack down the pot's center. Not perfect, but definite progress from the girl who'd accidentally destroyed an entire merchant stall.

He moved across the field, observing each group's development. Lira had abandoned weapons training entirely, working instead with Pavel to refine her Pyrin fire techniques. Orange flames danced between her palms, forming spheres that she could direct with increasing precision. Pavel corrected her stance, adjusting the angle of her wrists.

"Fire responds to breath," Pavel instructed loud enough for Callen to hear as he passed. "Too shallow and it sputters. Too deep and it rages. Find the rhythm."

Nearby, Tomás worked through basic forms, his shoulder still bandaged from the patrol. He'd insisted on returning to training despite Amara's protests—the mark of someone who'd learned that stopping meant time to think about what he'd survived.

But Callen's attention kept drifting to Nora.

She stood apart from the others, working through the Seven Breaths pattern Elder Shendra had taught her. Each exhale should have produced a small, controlled flame—the fundamental exercise for young Pyrin. Instead, her fire blazed white-hot, forcing nearby students to step back. The grass beneath her feet had already blackened in a perfect circle.

"Again," Shendra instructed, her ancient voice patient despite the concern Callen could read in her posture. "Smaller this time. Control begins with restraint."

Nora's jaw clenched with effort. She inhaled slowly, held for a count of three, then released. The flame that emerged started small—a candle's worth of heat—before suddenly erupting into a pillar that reached twice her height. The force of it knocked her backward, and Callen moved instinctively to catch her.

"I can't," Nora said, frustration cracking her usually composed demeanor. "It keeps getting stronger. Every time I try to hold it back, it just⁠—"

"Burns through," Callen finished, steadying her. He'd felt the surge through the drift—not just Pyrin fire, but something else. Dragon energy, raw and unfiltered, using her as a conduit.

Shendra approached, her weathered face thoughtful. "This isn't normal progression. Even for one with her bloodlines." She studied Nora with eyes that had seen decades of Pyrin children learning their gifts. "The power wants to flow through her, not from her. There's a difference."

Callen had seen Nora manifest far greater displays of power—walls of fire, precise strikes, even the dragon constructs she could maintain for minutes. But those had been conscious choices. This uncontrolled surging was new, dangerous.

"The northern dragon," Nora whispered, and Callen felt his chest tighten. She'd been having the dreams more frequently—visions of ice and shadow, of something ancient calling to her. "I've been hearing it while awake for weeks now. But lately it's getting louder. More insistent. Like it's trying to tell me something important."

Callen exchanged a glance with Shendra. The elder's expression confirmed his fears. A connection that had started as dreams was becoming something more tangible, more dangerous.

"Continue with the breathing exercises," Callen said, though he wondered if they were merely delaying the inevitable. "Work on directing the energy rather than suppressing it. Channel it into patterns—circles, spirals, specific shapes. Give it structure."

Nora nodded, though he could see the exhaustion in her eyes. Nine years old, and she carried a burden that would break most adults.

As the morning session continued, Callen moved among the students, correcting stances, demonstrating techniques, offering encouragement where needed. But his drift sense remained partially focused on Nora, monitoring the fluctuations in her energy. Each spike was stronger than the last, and he could feel something else beneath them—a presence, vast and patient, testing the boundaries of their connection.

Mykal raised his hand during a brief rest period. "Master Callen, what happens if we can't control it? The power, I mean. What if it keeps getting stronger?"

The question hung in the air, and Callen saw several students lean forward, wanting the answer. These children had seen what uncontrolled power could do—some had fled from it, others had been hunted for it.

"Power without control is destruction," Callen said honestly. "It consumes the wielder first, then everything around them. That's why we train—not to suppress what you are, but to shape it into something useful rather than destructive."

"Like the Baron's hybrids," Vera said quietly. "They had power but no control. No choice."

"Exactly." Callen let that sink in. "The difference between us and them isn't the power itself—it's the choice of how to use it. They were forced. You're learning to choose."

The session ended when the noon bell rang, students dispersing for the midday meal. But Callen noticed Nora lingering, staring at her hands where faint wisps of white fire still danced along her fingers despite her efforts to extinguish them.

"Papa," she said without looking up, "what if I can't choose anymore? What if it chooses for me?"

The question cut deep because Callen didn't have an answer. His own transformations had taught him that sometimes the power did choose, overwhelming conscious will with primal need. He remembered the agony of scales burning through skin, the terror of losing himself to dragon nature before he'd learned control.

"When I first transformed," he said carefully, "I thought I'd never come back. The dragon power was everything—ancient, vast, consuming. But you know what pulled me through?"

Nora shook her head, eyes wide.

"Anchors." He touched the bracelet on his wrist—woven from three metals, carrying past, present, and future. "Not just physical ones like this. The real anchors are here." He placed his hand over his heart. "Your mother. You. The promises I made. The life we built. Those connections are stronger than any transformation."

"But what if the dragon's call is stronger than my anchors?"

"Then we make sure you have more reasons to come back," he said, placing a hand on her shoulder. "Family. Friends. Purpose. Every person you help here, every friend you make, every lesson you learn—they all become threads tying you to your humanity. No single thread might be strong enough, but together..." He made a gesture encompassing the entire settlement. "Together they form a rope even dragons can't break."

She leaned against him for a moment, and he felt how small she still was despite the power she carried. Nine years old, carrying a burden meant for someone three times her age.

"Papa," she said quietly, "there's something else. In the dreams, the dragon keeps showing me something specific. I don't know what exactly. The dragon's voice becomes desperate when it shows me this. Like it's running out of time to warn us."

Callen found Amara in their cottage, sorting through medical supplies with the methodical efficiency that never quite masked her worry. She looked up as he entered, and he could see she'd been waiting for this conversation.

"It's getting worse," she said. Not a question.

"The power surges are increasing. Shendra thinks something is actively pulling at her, using her bloodline as a conduit." Callen sat heavily on the bench beside the table. "We need to go north. Soon."

Amara's hands stilled on the bandages she'd been rolling. "I know. But Callen, what if going to it makes things worse? What if that's exactly what it wants?"

"Then at least we'll face it on our terms, not wait for it to claim her from a distance." He rubbed his face, feeling the exhaustion of constantly managing crises. "The connection is growing stronger regardless. Better to confront it while she still has some control."

"Some control," Amara repeated bitterly. "She's nine years old. She should be worried about lessons and games, not ancient dragons trying to possess her."

"She's never had that luxury," Callen said gently. "Not with her heritage. Not with who her grandfather is."

Amara flinched at the mention of Baron Selwyn. Three days since his visit, and the settlement still felt the shadow of his presence. The corrupted fragments were locked away in lead-lined boxes—they couldn't risk destroying them without understanding what energies might be released. But at least the texts he'd brought were proving useful, even if every gift from the Baron came with hidden costs.

"When?" Amara asked.

"Within the week. We'll fly on Kyraleth—it's faster and avoids the Baron's patrols." Callen had been calculating the route, the supplies they'd need for high-altitude travel. "Just us, Nora, maybe Finch if he's willing. We can't leave the settlement undefended, but we can't wait longer either."

"And if the Baron attacks while we're gone?"

"Lysara can handle the defense. She's managed worse with less." Though privately, Callen worried about dividing their strength when surrounded by threats.

Amara stood, moving to the window that overlooked the Academy grounds. Students were practicing in small groups, their instructors maintaining careful watch. "Sometimes I wonder if we're training them to fight or just teaching them more efficient ways to die."

"We're giving them choices," Callen said. "That's all anyone can do."

She turned to face him, and for a moment, the careful boundaries they maintained softened. "Promise me something. If it comes to choosing between Nora and the settlement⁠—"

"I choose Nora," Callen said without hesitation. "Always."

The certainty in his voice seemed to steady her. She nodded once, then turned back to her supplies, but her hands moved with renewed purpose now—sorting, measuring, preparing.

"I'll need different supplies for dragon travel," she said, already making mental calculations. "Remedies for altitude sickness, treatments for wind exposure. And burn salves—" She paused, looking back at him. "Lots of burn salves if her power keeps surging at high altitude. The thin air might make control even harder."

"The Pyrin delegation might have techniques we haven't tried," Callen offered.

"Small comfort if she loses control at a thousand feet." Amara's practicality cut through his attempt at reassurance. She began pulling specific vials from her shelves, movements quick and efficient.

They worked in companionable silence for several minutes, Callen helping her organize the supplies while both avoided discussing their deeper fears. The cottage had become their sanctuary over the past months—a place where they could drop their public roles and just be two people trying to protect a child from forces beyond their control.

The door burst open without warning, shattering the moment. Finch stood in the doorway, clutching several pieces of parchment, his wild hair even more disheveled than usual—a sure sign he'd made a discovery.

"I've found something," Finch announced, already moving toward the table. He swept aside a stack of bandages without apology, spreading his papers across the surface.

"Finch—" Amara started, but the scholar was already pointing at a passage.

"In those texts Wren brought from the eastern archives. There's a reference I missed before—hidden in the marginalia of a treatise on mineral classification."

Callen leaned forward, but the cramped writing was nearly illegible, annotations squeezed into margins already crowded with notes. "Where? I can barely read this."

"Here." Finch's finger jabbed at a line of text. "It mentions 'the seven who chose the earth's embrace rather than corruption's call.'"

"Seven what?" Amara asked, abandoning her supplies to look.

"Seven dragons who entered something called the Dormant Sleep." Finch paused, realizing he was getting ahead of himself. He took a breath, visibly forcing himself to slow down. "Different from the Great Sleep that most dragons entered."

"Different how?" Callen pulled the paper closer, trying to parse the archaic script.

"That's what I've been piecing together." Finch produced a second sheet—his own notes, covered in translations and cross-references. "The Great Sleep was voluntary hibernation—dragons withdrawing from the world until conditions changed. Relatively well documented."

"But this Dormant Sleep..." Amara prompted.

Finch's expression shifted, excitement giving way to something more troubled. "Something else entirely. According to these fragments, certain dragons chose to enter a deeper state—not sleep but not death." He traced a line of text with his finger. "Preserved in crystal matrices of their own making."

Callen felt a chill run through him. "Like the crystallized hearts we've found? Like what Baron was excavating?"

"Similar, but self-created. Deliberate." Finch rifled through his papers, pulling out a third sheet. "This passage suggests they essentially... entombed themselves. Alive, but removed from the world entirely."

"Why?" Amara asked, setting aside her vials to examine the texts. "Why would dragons choose that over simple hibernation?"

Finch found the passage he was looking for and read aloud, translating as he went: "'When the song grew sick and singers turned on singers, seven chose silence over corruption. They wrapped themselves in earth's bones, cutting all threads, becoming stone that dreams.'"

"The song grew sick," Callen repeated slowly. "The corruption that destroyed the original Dragon Singers?"

"That's my interpretation." Finch nodded vigorously. "These dragons isolated themselves completely—cut all connections to prevent contamination. Like... like quarantining themselves."

Amara had picked up one of the original texts, squinting at the faded ink. "This symbol here—it appears multiple times. What does it mean?"

Finch glanced at it and his expression tightened. "That's what concerns me most. It appears in every warning about approaching these sites." He pulled the page closer, studying the glyph. "I can't translate it fully. It seems to shift when viewed directly—some kind of protective working embedded in the text itself."

Callen leaned in to look. The symbol did seem to move, its edges blurring and reforming in ways that made his eyes ache. "A warning or a ward?"

"Both, possibly."

"You said seven dragons, seven sites," Amara said, still examining the texts. "Are they mapped?"

"Not explicitly. But—" Finch indicated another section, his finger trembling slightly. "This phrase keeps appearing: 'when one stirs, all feel the tremor.' They're connected somehow, even in their isolation."

Callen felt the implications settle over him like cold water. "If the northern dragon is one of these seven..."

"Then waking it might affect the others," Finch finished. "And look here—" He pulled out another paper, this one covered in his own frantic notations. "This mentions something called 'the conjunction of three.'"

Amara looked up sharply. "Three what?"

"I'm not certain. But the phrase appears in the same context as awakening conditions." Finch's hands were shaking now, whether from excitement or fear Callen couldn't tell. "The dragons entered this state voluntarily, which suggests they set specific conditions for emerging. If we're approaching such an event..."

"Nora's dreams," Callen said quietly. He thought of his daughter's visions—the three-part imagery that kept recurring, the sense of something building toward a threshold. "She keeps seeing things in threes. Three flames. Three mountains. Three... something she can't quite identify."

Finch went very still. "You didn't mention that before."

"I didn't know it was significant." Callen's mind was racing now, connecting pieces he hadn't realized fit together. "The conjunction of three—could it refer to people? Conditions? Events?"

"Any of those. All of those." Finch spread his hands helplessly. "The texts are deliberately obscure. But if Nora is dreaming about threes, and this prophecy mentions a conjunction of three as a trigger..."

"Then whatever's happening isn't random," Amara said, her healer's mind cutting to the heart of it. "The dragon isn't just calling her. It's counting down to something."

The three of them stood in silence for a moment, the weight of the discovery pressing down on them.

"We need to reach the northern dragon before it happens," Callen said finally. "Whatever's going to occur, we should be there to help guide it, not let it happen uncontrolled."

"There's one more thing." Finch gathered his papers with hands that weren't quite steady. "The texts mention that the seven chose this fate to preserve something. Not just themselves—something they were protecting." He met Callen's eyes. "If that's true, then waking them isn't just dangerous. It might be necessary."

"Necessary for what?"

Finch shook his head. "The passages are damaged. But the word that keeps appearing..." He pointed to a symbol Callen recognized—the same egg-shaped glyph they'd found in the temple texts. "Future. They were protecting the future."

Finch nodded, already half-way out the door, his mind clearly racing through calculations and theories.

The afternoon brought Lysara to the command post, her expression grim as she spread a map across the strategy table. Red marks indicated Baron's positions—a slowly tightening noose around the settlement.

"Twelve new camps in the last week," she reported. "He's not trying to hide them anymore. Supply wagons moving constantly, bringing equipment and personnel from Dasosh."

"Preparing for winter siege?" Callen asked, studying the patterns.

"More than that. My scouts report strange cargo—metal frameworks, crystal containers, things that look more like Sturmov's old experiments than standard military equipment. There's more," Lysara said, her voice dropping. "One of the crystal containers was damaged in transit. Our scouts saw what was inside before they sealed it again." She hesitated. "It was a harness, Callen. Made of interlocking metal plates with crystal nodes at key points. The size..." She met his eyes. "It was sized for a dragon. Not a hybrid—a full dragon. And the nodes were positioned exactly where a rider would sit if they were trying to control rather than partner."

The implication hung in the air.

"He's building equipment for forced bonding," Callen said slowly. "Not just researching it. Building the tools."

"If he finds a sleeping dragon before we find the eggs..." Lysara didn't need to finish. Lysara traced a finger along the eastern approach. "And there's movement here, toward the old mining road. Not soldiers—volunteers. People desperate enough to accept his offers of transformation."

"How many?"

"Hundreds, possibly. Enough that he won't need to risk his trained soldiers in the first waves." Her jaw tightened. "He's learned from before. Why waste valuable assets when desperate people will throw themselves at us for the promise of power?"

Callen felt sick. Using people's desperation against them was exactly the kind of tactic the Black Veil would have employed. Effective and utterly without conscience.

"There's some good news," Lysara continued. "The Pyrin delegation arrives tomorrow. Commander Seralyn is personally escorting fifty fighters and supply wagons from their territories. Her way of strengthening our alliance after..." She paused, choosing her words carefully. "After recent trust issues."

"Fifty fighters won't stop hundreds of volunteers backed by hybrid creatures," Callen said.

"No, but Pyrin fire is remarkably effective against partial transformations. The flesh might be enhanced, but it still burns." Lysara's smile held no warmth. "And they're eager to prove themselves. The news of a free settlement accepting those with gifts has spread. Some see it as the first step toward reclaiming their homeland."

"That's not what we're doing here," Callen said sharply. "This isn't about reclaiming anything. It's about survival."

"Try telling them that." Lysara rolled up the map. "The younger ones especially. They've grown up in exile, hearing stories of what was taken from them. Now they see dragons returning, old powers awakening. They think it's a sign."

"It's a sign of danger, nothing more."

"Perhaps. But desperate people see what they need to see." She paused at the door. "The delegation will want to meet Kyraleth. For many of them, dragons exist only in stories. Seeing one might help... or it might convince them they're living in a legend. Either way, be prepared."

After she left, Callen stood alone in the command post, staring at the positions marked on the map. The Baron was playing a longer game now, using psychology as much as force. The settlement's greatest strength—accepting those with dangerous gifts—had become a beacon drawing both hope and threat.

Through the window, he could see students returning to the training grounds for afternoon sessions. Nora stood among them, white fire still flickering occasionally around her hands despite her best efforts. She looked up, meeting his gaze across the distance, and he saw the fear she was trying to hide.

They were running out of time on multiple fronts. The Baron's noose tightening, winter approaching, Nora's connection to the northern dragon growing stronger, and somewhere beneath it all, seven sleeping dragons that might wake if disturbed.

Callen touched his forearm where scales had manifested earlier during the demonstration—smooth skin now, no trace of the transformation unless he chose to call it forth. Power always demanded a price. The question was whether they could afford to pay it.

Tomorrow would bring the Pyrin delegation, with all the complications that entailed. But tonight, he would work with his students, preparing them for battles they shouldn't have to fight. He would hold his small family together for one more day, knowing that soon they would have to separate, venturing north into dangers none of them fully understood.

The dragon in the north was calling, and one way or another, they would have to answer.

But first, there were children to train, defenses to plan, and the endless work of keeping hope alive in a settlement surrounded by those who would see it burned.

Callen returned to the training grounds, where Shendra was working with Nora on containment exercises. The white fire had finally dimmed to orange, though he could still feel the dragon energy pulsing beneath it, patient and inexorable.

"Again," Shendra instructed. "But this time, don't fight it. Guide it. The power wants to flow—give it a path that serves your purpose, not its own."

Nora nodded, exhaustion clear in every line of her small body. But she raised her hands, breathed in the pattern of seven, and tried again. The flame that emerged was controlled, shaped, purposeful—for about three seconds before it exploded outward in a white-hot burst that left everyone shielding their eyes.

When Callen's vision cleared, Nora was on her knees, tears streaming down her face. "I can't," she sobbed. "It's too strong. It wants out, and I can't stop it."

Callen knelt beside her, pulling her into his arms. Around them, the other students watched with expressions of sympathy and fear—they all knew what it felt like to have power beyond their control.

"You don't have to stop it," he said quietly. "You just have to direct it. Tomorrow, when the Pyrin come, they'll have new techniques to teach. Methods we haven't tried yet."

"And if those don't work?"

"Then we'll find something that does." He helped her to her feet. "That's what we do here. We don't give up. We adapt."

She wiped her eyes, nine years old and carrying burdens that would break most adults. But she nodded, straightened her shoulders, and returned to her position.

"Again," she said to Shendra, and the elder smiled approvingly.

As the afternoon wore on, Callen watched his students struggle and succeed in small measures. Each minor victory—Kess cracking a pot without shattering it, Mykal sensing metal through two walls instead of one, Vera navigating an obstacle course using only drift sense—built toward something larger.

They were not just learning to control their powers. They were learning to believe that control was possible. In a world where Baron Selwyn promised easy transformation and the corruption of ancient dragons threatened to wake, that belief might be their only real weapon.

The delegation would arrive tomorrow, bringing new challenges and opportunities. But tonight, in this moment, Callen watched children discover they were more than their fears, more than their dangerous gifts.

It would have to be enough. For now.


Chapter Twelve


FIRE AND MEMORY



Dawn mist clung to the valley like a reluctant ghost as Callen stood at the eastern gate. Through the drift, he sensed them before the sentries called out—nearly a hundred distinct signatures approaching, far more than the fifty warriors Commander Seralyn had negotiated. The energy patterns burned with Pyrin fire, but beneath that familiar heat lay something else. Ancient power, carefully controlled.

"That's twice what we expected," Lysara muttered beside him, hand moving instinctively to her sword.

Seralyn stood in full ceremonial armor, the copper tones catching the early light. Despite her authority, Callen could sense her nervousness through the drift—a flutter beneath her composed exterior. "Something's changed," she said. "This isn't just military support."

The delegation crested the hill, and Callen's breath caught. Warriors, yes, but also families with children, elderly Pyrin who had no business making such an arduous journey, and at their head⁠—

"Is that a palanquin?" Lysara asked.

Four warriors carried an elaborate chair bearing someone so old that age had become meaningless. The figure within sat motionless as stone, but Callen's drift sense detected power there, banked like forge coals but ready to blaze.

Fifty paces from the gate, the palanquin stopped. The ancient figure stirred, and a voice like grinding millstones said, "I will walk."

The warriors exchanged glances but helped the elder stand. Callen watched as legs that trembled with age somehow found strength for those final steps. Pride, he realized. Dignity demanding its due.

The elder's skin bore scars Callen had never seen—ritual patterns that spiraled and intersected in ways that hurt to follow with the eye. These weren't the traditional Pyrin markings but something older, speaking of traditions lost to time.

"Seralyn," the elder said, and the commander started. "You have your grandmother's bearing. I am Thavrick. I fought beside her in the Burning Exile."

Seralyn's composure cracked slightly. "Elder Thavrick? But the records said you died at Greenvale⁠—"

"Records say many things." Thavrick's gaze moved past her to Callen, and those ancient eyes sharpened. "You're the Dragon Singer."

Not a question. Callen nodded.

"And yet you're not consumed. Interesting." Thavrick gestured, and three other elders emerged from the delegation—all bearing similar ancient scars, all moving with that same mixture of frailty and iron will. "We are what remains of those who remember the time before. We come because the white flame has been seen."

The effect on the Pyrin refugees already in the settlement was immediate. Callen heard gasps, whispers in the old tongue. Several dropped to their knees. Through the drift, he felt their awe—and their fear.

"The white flame?" Callen asked, though he suspected he knew.

"Your daughter," Thavrick said simply. "Word travels even to our hidden places. A child of two bloods whose fire burns beyond color." He paused. "Such children have appeared before. They did not survive long." Elder Thavrick stopped, his weathered face draining of color. "Who built here?" His voice was sharp, urgent. "Who chose this place?"

"The founders, forty years ago. Why?"

The ancient Pyrin's hands trembled as he pressed them against the nearest wall. "The stone remembers," he said quietly. "There is old pain here. Old rage, sealed but not silent." He looked at Callen with something like horror. "You've built your Academy on a grave that isn't finished dying.”

“I think there’s nothing to fear here,” Callen said.

Callen led the delegation through the gates, acutely aware of how the settlement must appear to these proud people. The main street, muddy from last night's rain, squelched under their feet. Buildings showed hasty repairs from Baron's last probe—fresh timber standing out like scars against weathered wood. The air carried the smell of morning cook fires mixed with the ever-present scent of the forge district's coal smoke.

Faces appeared at windows, curiosity warring with fear. The settlement's Pyrin refugees emerged from doorways, some still in nightclothes, drawn by the impossible sight of so many of their people together. Children clutched at their parents' legs, eyes wide at the warriors in traditional copper-toned armor they'd only heard about in stories.

The market square had been cleared for their arrival, but Callen could see merchants hovering at the edges, calculating what a hundred new mouths might mean for their dwindling supplies. The Havershams' stall stood empty, a reminder of the departures.

The delegation's entrance into the settlement square nearly sparked disaster. Callen watched the Pyrin warriors form ranks and begin their greeting—controlled flames leaping from palm to palm, creating patterns in the air. Beautiful to those who understood, but to the local children who'd fled Baron's collectors, it looked like an attack.

Screams erupted. Several Academy students moved to defensive positions, drift energy gathering. Callen felt the moment balanced on a knife's edge.

"Stand down!" he commanded, his voice carrying both authority and a pulse of drift energy that his students would recognize. Then, to the crowd: "It's a greeting. Pavel, translate. Now."

Pavel pushed through, his scarred hands already forming complementary flame patterns. "The fire speaks peace," he called out in both tongues. "See how it's contained? Weapons displayed but leashed. It's the highest honor they can show—trusting us to see their power without fear."

But Morvane had already stormed forward, his perpetual scowl deepened to something near rage. "Extinguish those flames immediately! We have rules within these walls⁠—"

Thavrick turned his ancient gaze on the councilman. "Would you ask a bird not to fly? A river not to flow?" The elder's voice carried no heat, only the weight of ages. "Fire is not what we do, young man. It is what we are."

"Then perhaps you are not welcome⁠—"

"They're our guests," Callen interrupted, stepping between them. He could feel the tension through the drift, how easily this could explode into violence. "And we need them."

Morvane's jaw clenched, but he stepped back. The moment passed, though Callen knew it wouldn't be forgotten.

The rest of the morning was spent getting the delegation settled. Callen helped coordinate housing—warriors billeted in the barracks, families given empty cottages left by those who'd fled, the elders provided rooms near the Academy where the stone walls might contain any accidental fire surges.

He watched as the settlement absorbed these newcomers with varying degrees of success. At the well, a Pyrin woman and a local mother nearly came to blows over water rights until Pavel intervened, explaining that the Pyrin custom of heating water before drawing was purification, not waste. In the market, Garrett frantically calculated how to feed a hundred extra people with three fewer merchant families. Children circled each other warily in the streets, Pyrin youngsters creating tiny fire sprites that both fascinated and terrified local children.

"It'll take time," Lysara said, appearing at his elbow as he observed the chaos from the Academy steps. "Different peoples always clash before they learn to flow together."

"We don't have time," Callen replied, thinking of Nora, of the white flame that grew stronger each day.

By midday, when the sun had burned off the morning mist and the settlement had achieved an uneasy rhythm, Callen decided to proceed with the planned Academy tour. Perhaps seeing their training methods would help bridge the divide.

The Academy tour had seemed like a good idea—show unity, demonstrate their training methods. Callen realized his error when Captain Revik, a scarred warrior who moved like controlled violence, watched the morning exercises with open disdain.

"You teach flame as if it were a tool," Revik said, loud enough for all the students to hear. "Something to be picked up and put down at will. But fire is breath itself. Watch."

He gestured, and his warriors moved into formation without verbal command. What followed was humbling. Where Callen's students created fire, these warriors were fire. The flames moved between them like living things, forming shapes and patterns that defied understanding. A dragon made of flame that seemed to breathe. A phoenix that dissolved and reformed. All perfectly synchronized, no one warrior leading or following.

Callen felt his students' confidence crumble through the drift. Kess, who'd been so proud of her developing control, stepped back. The Pyrin students were caught between pride in their heritage and embarrassment at their comparative inadequacy.

"Impressive," Callen said, keeping his voice neutral. "How long does such mastery take?"

"A lifetime," Revik replied. "Which is why mixing gifts is foolish. You weaken all by trying to strengthen each."

Before Callen could respond, Thavrick spoke. "I would see the child of two bloods."

The ancient elder's request carried weight that couldn't be denied. But Callen wouldn't just send for his daughter like she was a curiosity to be examined.

"I'll bring her," he said, already moving toward the residential quarter where she was supposed to be resting.

He found Nora in their cottage garden, sitting on the bench he'd built last summer, her small hands clenched in her lap. Wisps of white flame danced along her fingers despite her obvious efforts to suppress them.

"I felt them arrive," she said without looking up. "So many. Their fire is different from mine—controlled, peaceful. Mine just wants to burn."

Callen sat beside her, close enough that she could lean against him if she wanted, far enough that she could maintain her independence if she preferred. She chose to lean.

"Elder Thavrick wants to meet you," he said gently. "He's very old, older than Elder Shendra. He might know things that could help."

"Help me not burn everything?" Her voice carried bitter humor too old for her nine years.

"Help you understand what's happening. Help you control it."

She was quiet for a moment, and through their connection, he felt her exhaustion—not just physical but soul-deep, the weariness of fighting her own nature every waking moment.

"Mama's scared," she said. "She tries to hide it, but I can feel it through the fire. Everyone's scared of me now."

"Not of you," Callen corrected. "For you. There's a difference."

"Is there?" She looked up at him, and he saw the white flame flickering in her eyes. "What if I hurt someone? What if I can't stop it?"

"Then we'll face that together. But hiding from those who might help isn't the answer." He stood, offering his hand. "Come. Let's see what the elder knows."

She arrived at the Academy still flushed from the walk, exhaustion clear in every line of her small frame. The white fire had been surging more frequently, and it showed.

"Child," Thavrick said gently, "show me your flame."

Nora glanced at Callen, who nodded. She raised her small hands, attempting the traditional Pyrin greeting. Fire bloomed between her palms—but not the orange or even blue flame of standard Pyrin. This was white-hot, nearly transparent, and the heat hit everyone like a physical blow.

Gasps erupted from the delegation. Several warriors made warding gestures. Even Revik stepped back.

But Thavrick moved forward.

"Elder, don't—" Seralyn warned.

The ancient Pyrin placed his scarred hand directly into Nora's white flame.

It didn't burn him.

Callen felt Nora's shock through their connection, her flame flickering with uncertainty. Thavrick's expression was unreadable as he studied the fire that should have instantly consumed flesh.

"I have seen this once before," he said quietly. "Seventy years ago, in a child much like you. She had dragon blood, Pyrin heritage, and a gift that burned too bright." He withdrew his hand, unmarked. "The child died within a moon's turning."

Nora's flame extinguished. She swayed, and Callen caught her, feeling how her small body trembled.

"There might be a way," Thavrick added, his gaze finding Callen's. "We should speak privately."

Callen led them to the council's private meeting room, his boots echoing on the stone stairs. The air grew cooler as they descended, carrying the musty scent of old stone and lamp oil. He'd sent word for Amara to join them—she deserved to hear whatever Thavrick had to say firsthand.

The room he chose was one of the oldest in the settlement, walls built from stones that predated the current buildings by centuries. Iron brackets held oil lamps that cast dancing shadows, and the heavy oak table bore the scars of countless heated discussions. It smelled of beeswax and worry, if worry had a scent.

The meeting room felt too small with Thavrick's presence filling it. Callen sat beside Amara, her hand finding his beneath the table—a rare break in their careful boundaries. Elder Shendra occupied the fourth chair, her expression skeptical.

"Dragon Fever," Thavrick began without preamble. "That's what the old stories call it. Not a disease but a condition that occurs when someone with dragon-touched blood receives a direct call from a living dragon."

"Stories," Shendra said dismissively. "Legends to frighten children."

Thavrick produced a book from his robes—ancient, pages made from what looked like treated dragon hide. "Not stories. Documentation." He opened it carefully, revealing text in the oldest form of Pyrin script alongside detailed drawings. "Three confirmed cases across five centuries. All children. All dead within weeks of manifestation."

Callen studied the drawings—children surrounded by white flame, their faces twisted in agony. "What causes it?"

"The dragon's call overwhelms human physiology. The power builds, seeking outlet. The white flame is the final stage—the body burning its own life force because it has nothing left to fuel the fire." Thavrick's gaze moved to Amara. "Your daughter has days, perhaps a week."

"No." Amara's voice was steady, but Callen felt her fear through the drift like ice. "There has to be something⁠—"

"The old ways might help," Thavrick said. "Not to cure, but to buy time. The power must go somewhere. We can teach her to direct it outward rather than letting it consume her from within."

"What's the cure?" Callen asked, though he suspected he wouldn't like the answer.

"Two possibilities. The dragon must release its hold—unlikely if it's calling her for a purpose. Or..." Thavrick paused. "She must go to the dragon. Complete whatever bond it seeks. Adult Dragon Singers who underwent proper bonding had perhaps half a chance of survival. Children..." He shook his head.

"You're saying she dies either way," Amara said flatly.

"I'm saying she dies if we do nothing. If we act, if we're lucky, if the old ways still have power—perhaps she lives. But changed. The white flame leaves marks on those who survive it."

Through the window, Callen could see Nora in the courtyard, working with Elder Jharim on breathing exercises. Even from here, he could see the white flickers at the edges of her regular flame.

"Teach her," he said. "Whatever the old ways demand, teach her."

The afternoon brought unexpected progress. Callen watched as Thavrick and his fellow elders worked with Nora, teaching techniques that predated the Seven Breaths by centuries. Instead of containing the power, they showed her how to create controlled columns of fire that dispersed energy skyward.

"Think of yourself as a channel, not a container," Elder Jharim explained, his voice carrying the rhythm of old teaching songs. "The power flows through you, not from you."

The breathing patterns were different too—based on dragon respiratory rhythms rather than human ones. Callen could feel the difference through the drift as Nora attempted them. Her flames shifted from white to blue-white, still dangerous but no longer consuming.

"It's working," Amara breathed beside him.

"It's buying time," Thavrick corrected, having approached silently. "The fever still builds. We're just venting pressure, not addressing the cause."

Across the courtyard, the Academy students watched with fascination. Some attempted to copy the techniques, with varying degrees of failure. But Callen noticed something else—the Pyrin warriors were watching too, and their earlier disdain had shifted to interest.

"Your mixed training," Captain Revik said, appearing at Callen's other side. "I begin to see the merit."

"Oh?"

Revik nodded toward where Vera was working with a young Pyrin woman named Senna. "Watch."

Vera's drift sense guided Senna's flames with unprecedented accuracy, creating patterns neither could achieve alone. The combination was remarkable—Vera reading the energy currents while Senna shaped fire to follow them.

"Perhaps," Revik said slowly, "there is wisdom in learning from each other."


Chapter Thirteen


A NEW PLAN



The afternoon passed in a blur of tentative cooperation. Callen moved through the settlement, observing small moments of connection. In the training yard, two young warriors taught Academy students the flame-stepping technique—using controlled bursts of fire to enhance speed and agility. At the forge, Thesk and a Pyrin weaponsmith compared techniques for fire-treating steel. Even the kitchens saw collaboration, with Pyrin cooks showing local staff how to use controlled flame for precise temperature cooking.

But tension remained. Callen broke up three near-fights, mediated two disputes over training space, and had to firmly remind both groups that the Academy's resources were to be shared. By the time the dinner bell rang, he was exhausted from playing diplomat.

The formal dinner that night tested everyone's diplomacy even further. The great hall had been decorated hastily—settlement banners hanging alongside Pyrin flame symbols, the long tables arranged to encourage mingling that no one seemed eager to attempt. Callen sat at the high table, watching tensions play out across the hall. The settlement council and Pyrin delegation mixed uneasily, like oil and water slowly being forced to blend.

"We should discuss trade agreements," Garrett was saying to one of the Pyrin elders. "With our merchant connections⁠—"

"We came for the child, not for coin," Thavrick interrupted, his tone dismissive.

Callen saw Garrett's face flush, but before the merchant could respond, Morvane spoke up.

"The Pyrin should understand they're guests here. This is not their settlement to⁠—"

"Actually," Morvane continued, and something in his tone made everyone pause. "My grandmother was part Pyrin. Quarter blood, hidden for three generations because of the shame." He looked directly at Revik. "So perhaps this is more my settlement than I admitted."

The admission stunned the room into silence. Callen felt the shift through the drift—assumptions crumbling, alliances reforming.

"Quarter blood is still blood," Thavrick said after a moment. "Fire recognizes its own."

The tension eased fractionally, though Callen knew it would take more than one admission to bridge the cultural divide.

The meal continued with forced politeness. Roasted mutton and root vegetables, the best the settlement could offer, though Callen noticed several Pyrin warriors discretely adding heat to their portions with controlled fire touches. Wine flowed—perhaps too freely, as tongues began to loosen.

"Tell me, Elder," Lysara said, leaning forward to address Thavrick, "what news from the Pyrin territories? We hear little beyond rumor since..." She paused delicately. "Since the Lord Regent's peace."

Thavrick's ancient face darkened. "Peace. That's what Vanish calls it when there's no one left to resist." He took a sip of wine, seeming to consider his words. "We hold three valleys still—barely. The young flee to the cities, hoping to hide their heritage. The old..." He gestured to his fellow elders. "We maintain the traditions in hidden places, teaching children who may never use their gifts openly."

"But surely with Stark's death, things improve?" Garrett asked hopefully. "The persecution might ease?"

"Commander Stark was a symptom, not the disease," Captain Revik interjected harshly. "The Lord Regent has others. The Evolution Institute draws volunteers from our desperate people weekly. They promise citizenship, acceptance, power." He spat the last word like a curse. "We've lost entire families to the Baron's promises."

"As have we," Morvane said quietly, and Callen was surprised by the sympathy in his voice. "Yesterday, three merchant families and two others seeking the Evolution Institute. The Baron divides us expertly."

Thavrick studied Morvane with new interest. "You said your grandmother was Pyrin. What was her name?"

"Mira Ashworth. Though I believe her birth name was Emberheart."

Several Pyrin warriors straightened. "Emberheart?" one said. "That's a fire-keeper lineage. Your grandmother was Mira Emberheart who married out to save her children from the first purges?"

Morvane nodded uncomfortably. "My mother never spoke of it. I learned only from documents after her death."

"Then you could manifest," Elder Jharim said thoughtfully. "The blood runs true even diluted. Have you ever tried?"

"No!" Morvane's response was too quick, too sharp. Callen sensed old fear there—a child taught to hide any sign of difference.

"The world changed us all," Thavrick said sadly. "Made us afraid of our own nature."

The conversation shifted to safer topics—trade routes, winter preparations, patrol schedules. But Callen noticed something: the two groups had stopped sitting in separate clusters. A few Pyrin warriors had moved to sit with Academy students. Pavel was deep in conversation with Elder Jharim about ancient techniques. Small progress, but progress, nonetheless.

He was just beginning to relax when he felt it—a spike of distress through his connection with Nora, sharp as a blade.

Callen pushed back from the table so quickly his chair toppled. He didn't bother to right it, already moving toward the door as gasps followed his sudden departure. He felt it through the drift—Nora's distress spiking like a beacon. He ran, finding her in the practice yard with the Pyrin elders, her body rigid with more than pain.

She wasn't screaming, not exactly. The sound coming from her throat was recognition—joy and terror mixed into something that made everyone step back.

Her flames erupted, white to transparent to something beyond visible light. The temperature around her plummeted even as the fire raged. Callen felt it through their connection—she was burning her own life force, just as Thavrick had warned.

"Get back!" Thavrick commanded, but Callen was already moving.

He pushed through the impossible heat that was also cold, his partially transformed scales manifesting without conscious thought. Through the drift, he could feel what Nora felt—the northern dragon's voice flooding through her, overwhelming human limits.

Come, it said. The lights fade. Come before the last darkness.

Callen caught Nora as she collapsed, her body temperature dangerously low despite the flames still flickering around her. Through their connection, he saw what she saw—a mountain valley, specific peaks and formations, and seven lights in darkness. Five already extinguished. Two flickering weakly.

"The Sanctuary of First Breath," Thavrick breathed, having somehow sensed the vision. "It was real."

"The dormant dragons," Callen said, understanding flooding through him. "They're dying."

The next hour was controlled chaos. Callen carried Nora's unconscious form to the Healer's House, her body alternating between burning fever and dangerous cold. Amara worked with desperate efficiency, applying cooling salves that hissed and steamed on contact with Nora's skin, then warming blankets when the child's temperature plummeted.

"Her body can't regulate anymore," Amara said, not looking up from her work. "The dragon fire is consuming her natural balance."

Thavrick stood in the corner, watching with eyes that had seen too much. "Lady Amara," he said suddenly, and something in his tone made her pause. "You were married to Kiran Brightash."

Amara's hands stilled. "You knew my husband?"

"I knew his father. Helped train him in the old ways before..." Thavrick paused. "Before the Burning Exodus. Kiran would have been, what, five summers? A bright child, showed early promise with fire."

"He was a good man," Amara said quietly, returning to her work. "A diplomat who believed peace was possible."

"The Brightash line carried strong fire. Combined with your bloodline..." Thavrick gestured to Nora. "No wonder the child burns so bright. She carries the strength of two ancient houses."

"Ancient houses mean nothing if she dies," Amara said sharply.

The door burst open, admitting Elder Jharim and two other Pyrin healers carrying supplies—ceramic bowls, crystallized salts that gleamed with inner fire, and herbs Callen didn't recognize.

"Heat sickness," Jharim announced. "We've seen it in young fire-workers who push too hard. Not this severe, but the principle remains. The body needs balance." He began mixing compounds with practiced efficiency. "This will hurt her," he warned, "but it might stabilize the fluctuations."

They worked through the night. Callen lost track of how many times Nora's temperature spiked and crashed, how many treatments they tried. The Pyrin healers chanted in the old tongue, creating patterns of controlled flame around Nora that seemed to draw excess heat from her body. Amara applied her medicines with steady hands despite the tears tracking down her face.

Finally, as dawn approached, Nora's breathing steadied. The white flame still flickered beneath her skin, visible through her closed eyelids, but it no longer raged out of control.

"She's stable," Amara said, exhaustion making her sway. "For now."

Callen caught her before she could fall, guiding her to a chair. Through the window, he could see the settlement waking—guards changing shift on the walls, bakers lighting their ovens, the daily rhythm continuing despite the crisis.

"I'll stay with her," Amara said, though she could barely keep her eyes open.

"We both will," Callen corrected, pulling another chair beside hers.

But Thavrick touched his shoulder. "You need to hear what I have to say. Walk with me."

Late that night, after Nora had been stabilized and settled with Amara watching over her, Thavrick found Callen on the walls.

"You need to know something," the elder said without preamble. "The stories of children like your daughter—they were called Bridges. Meant to reconnect human and dragon after the great sundering."

"But?"

"But the process was meant for adults. Trained Dragon Singers who had years to prepare. Children were never meant to carry this burden. Their bodies can't handle the strain, their minds can't process the connection."

Callen's hands clenched on the wall's stone. "So she's going to die."

"Unless." Thavrick moved beside him, looking out at the darkness where Baron's camps flickered with firelight. "Unless we can reach the dragon before the fever consumes her. If she can complete the bond, if the dragon accepts the connection rather than pulling at it..." He shrugged. "Perhaps."

"When do we leave?"

"You understand the risk? Even reaching the Sanctuary might kill her. The journey itself⁠—"

"When do we leave?" Callen repeated.

Thavrick studied him for a long moment. "Dawn, day after tomorrow. I will come with you."

"You?" Callen couldn't hide his surprise. "The journey will be difficult even flying on Kyraleth⁠—"

"I am old," Thavrick said simply. "If someone must stand between your daughter and dragon fire, better I burn than she. I've lived my years. She deserves the chance to live hers."

Through the drift, Callen felt a shift in the settlement's energy. Word was spreading—the Pyrin delegation dividing between those who wanted to leave immediately and those who felt obligated to help.

"Twenty of my warriors will remain," Captain Revik announced, having climbed the walls to join them. "To defend your settlement while you're gone."

"Why?" Callen asked.

Revik's scarred face showed something that might have been memory, might have been pain. "I had a daughter once. The fire took her because I didn't understand what she was becoming. Your child..." He paused. "She reminds me that the Pyrin exist to protect those touched by fire, not judge them for how it manifests."

Below in the courtyard, Callen could see Nora standing between two groups—her Academy family and the Pyrin delegation. Even from here, he could see the white flame flickering in her eyes even when she wasn't actively manifesting fire.

Time was running out. The northern dragon called, the dormant dragons died, and his daughter burned with power that might consume her before they could reach any of them.

But at least now they had direction. The Sanctuary of First Breath—real, findable, and holding answers they desperately needed.

If they could reach it in time.


Chapter Fourteen


BEFORE THE JOURNEY



Dawn hadn't yet touched the eastern mountains when Callen heard it—the distinctive ring of hammer on steel, but wrong somehow. Not the steady rhythm of normal forging but experimental, hesitant strikes. He followed the sound to the forge, expecting to find Thesk working through his anxieties again.

Instead, he found Kira.

She stood before the anvil, her sleeves rolled up to reveal the scales that marked her as her father's daughter—Commander Stark's legacy written on her skin. But what caught Callen's attention was what she was doing. No hammer in her hands. Instead, she held a piece of iron directly, her scaled fingers glowing with heat as she shaped the metal through touch alone.

"Kira," he said quietly, not wanting to startle her.

She didn't jump—her drift training too thorough for that—but the metal fell from her hands, clattering on the stone floor. The glow faded from her scales, leaving them their usual dark shimmer.

"I didn't think anyone would be up yet," she said, not meeting his eyes.

Callen entered the forge properly, the familiar heat washing over him like a welcome. The space still smelled of yesterday's work—coal smoke, hot metal, the sharp tang of quenching oil. But Kira had reorganized everything with paranoid precision. Water barrels lined three walls instead of the usual one, each close at hand and filled to the brim. Fire suppressant sand scattered on the floor in careful patterns that would allow quick access from any position. She'd even moved the more flammable materials—oil, coal, dried wood—to the furthest corner, behind a makeshift stone barrier she must have built in the pre-dawn darkness. Precautions of someone who didn't fully trust their own abilities.

"How long have you been able to do that?" he asked, nodding toward the dropped metal.

"A few weeks." She flexed her fingers, scales catching the forge's dim light. "It started small—just warming things. Now..." She picked up the iron again, and Callen watched as it began to glow, reshaping slowly under her touch. "My father's experiments changed me in ways I'm still discovering."

Through the drift, Callen could sense the turbulence in her energy pattern—uncertainty radiating from her like heat waves, mixed with a determination that reminded him painfully of her father. But where Stark's determination had been cold, hers burned with something warmer. Fear too, certainly, but not of the power itself. Fear of what others would think, what they would do if they knew Stark's daughter was developing new abilities.

"Have you told anyone?"

"Who would I tell?" Her voice carried bitter humor. "Hey everyone, Stark's daughter is developing new ways to be dangerous. That would go over well."

Callen moved to the forge's bellows, working them to stoke the coals—normal morning routine that might ease the tension. "You're not your father, Kira."

"No, but I'm what he made me." She set the iron down, pulling her sleeves back down to cover the scales. "Which is why I need to come with you."

Callen paused in his work. "To the north?"

"I can sense wrongness that others miss." She turned to face him fully, and he saw the determination in her eyes—so like her father's, but tempered with something Stark had never possessed: genuine concern for others. "The corruption has a signature, a feeling in the drift. I learned to recognize it during my father's experiments. If there's danger at this Sanctuary, I'll know before anyone else."

It was a compelling argument. Having someone who could sense corruption before it struck could save lives. But Callen also knew what the journey would demand—flying on Kyraleth for days, facing whatever waited at the Sanctuary, potentially confronting a dormant dragon.

"I need you here," he said finally.

"Callen—"

"Let me finish." He set aside the bellows, giving her his full attention. "The settlement will be vulnerable while we're gone. Twenty Pyrin warriors help, but they don't know our people, our rhythms. Someone needs to watch for patterns, for threats that might emerge from within."

"You want me to spy on our own people?"

"I want someone I trust watching for dangers others might miss." The word hung between them—trust. He saw her reaction, the slight widening of her eyes, the way her scaled fingers tightened on the cooling iron.

"You trust me?" Her voice carried genuine surprise. "The daughter of the man who tortured you, who tried to kill your family?"

"I trust the person who chose to stand against her father. Who helped save Nora. Who comes to the forge before dawn to practice control because she's terrified of hurting someone." Callen met her gaze steadily. "Yes, Kira. I trust you."

She looked away, blinking rapidly. "Most of the settlement doesn't share that opinion. They tolerate me because you vouched for me, but I see how they look at me. Like I might transform into him at any moment."

"I want you to see what others hide. Your father taught you that skill, even if he meant it for darker purposes." Callen could see her processing this, weighing the request. "There's something wrong here, Kira. I can feel it through the drift—a discordance I can't identify. While I'm gone, I need someone who understands deception watching for it."

She was quiet for a long moment, absently heating and cooling the iron in her hands—a nervous gesture that would have terrified most people but seemed to calm her.

"You think we have a spy," she said. Not a question.

"I think Baron Selwyn doesn't rely on force alone. He's too clever for that."

Kira nodded slowly. "I'll watch. But Callen..." She hesitated, then forged ahead. "Be careful at the Sanctuary. The corruption my father sought, the power he tried to claim—it calls to those with dragon-touched blood. And you have more of that than anyone except maybe Nora."

"I'll be careful."

She didn't look convinced, but before she could argue further, the morning bell rang. The settlement was waking.

"I should go," Kira said, moving toward the door. "People get nervous when they see me alone with weapons."

"Kira." She paused at his call. "The things you're discovering about yourself—they don't make you more dangerous. They make you more capable of choosing who you want to be."

Something in her expression shifted—surprise maybe, or hope. Then she was gone, leaving Callen alone with the warming forge and the growing light of dawn.

He turned back to the forge, needing the familiar rhythm of work to settle his thoughts. The sword he'd been working on yesterday still lay on the bench, waiting for final tempering. He heated it carefully, watching the metal's color shift through the spectrum—straw, bronze, purple, blue. Each shade marking a specific temperature, a specific strength. Like people, metal needed the right amount of heat to become what it was meant to be. Too little and it remained brittle. Too much and it lost all structure.

He quenched the blade, steam hissing up in a cloud that momentarily obscured his vision. When it cleared, the morning sun was fully up, painting the forge's interior in shades of gold. Time to face the day's preparations.

Callen hung his leather apron on its hook, banked the coals, and stepped out into the settlement's morning bustle.

The morning was consumed by preparations. The main street thrummed with activity—carts loaded with supplies for the journey, Pyrin warriors drilling in the square, children peering around corners to watch the excitement. Callen moved through the settlement, checking supplies, reviewing plans, ensuring everything was ready for tomorrow's departure. The journey would take three days by dragon—longer if weather turned against them. Nora's condition added urgency; every hour mattered.

He found Amara in the Healer's House, teaching several Pyrin healers about the medicines she'd prepared for the journey. Her hands moved with practiced efficiency, but Callen could see the exhaustion in the line of her shoulders, the worry she couldn't quite hide.

"Altitude sickness remedies," she was explaining, holding up a blue vial. "The thin air affects everyone differently, but children are particularly susceptible."

"The child should not fly at all," Elder Jharim said bluntly. "The stress could trigger another episode."

"Not flying isn't an option," Amara replied with steel in her voice. "So we prepare for every possibility."

Callen didn't interrupt, but he caught Amara's eye, offering silent support. She nodded fractionally and continued her instruction.

Outside, he nearly collided with Marten, who was carrying an armful of supply crates toward the Academy.

"Commander," Marten said, setting down the crates to offer a proper salute—Kingdom military habits dying hard.

"Just Callen," he corrected for the hundredth time. "How are the students handling the Pyrin training?"

"Better than expected. That girl Vera has real talent for combined techniques. She's been working with one of the Pyrin women—Senna, I think? They're developing something interesting."

Through the drift, Callen sensed something off about Marten—a discordance in his energy pattern, like a note slightly out of tune. It wasn't new; he'd noticed it before but attributed it to the man's Kingdom background, the trained mental discipline that created unusual drift signatures.

"Will you be helping with settlement defense while we're gone?" Callen asked.

"Of course. Captain Revik and I have been coordinating patrol schedules." Marten hesitated, his hand drifting unconsciously to the breast pocket of his tunic, where the outline of a small locket pressed against the fabric. His eyes flickered with a conflict Callen couldn't quite place before he steeled himself. “Commander, about the journey north..."

"Would kill her if we stayed," Callen finished. "The northern dragon calls to her. Fighting that call is what's causing the fever. Our only hope is to answer it."

Marten nodded, though something flickered in his expression—concern, or something else? Before Callen could analyze it, Kira appeared around the corner, stopping short when she saw them together.

"Marten," she said with careful neutrality. "Commander."

"I should get these supplies to the Academy," Marten said quickly, hefting the crates again. But as he passed Kira, Callen noticed her stiffen slightly, her drift signature spiking with... suspicion? Recognition? The interaction was over before he could be certain.

"Everything alright?" he asked Kira once Marten was out of earshot.

"Fine," she said, but her eyes tracked Marten until he disappeared into the Academy building. "He's been asking questions. About the northern route, the Sanctuary's location. Says it's for defense planning, but..."

"But?"

"My father taught me to recognize intelligence gathering. Marten isn't just asking questions—he's building a comprehensive picture. Guard rotations, supply distributions, who's going and who's staying." She met Callen's gaze. "It could be innocent. Former military habits. Or..."

"Or he's reporting to someone," Callen finished. The discordance he'd sensed suddenly took on new meaning. "Watch him while I'm gone. Carefully."

He left her there, making mental notes about personnel, and was halfway to the Academy when the screaming started.

Not fear—pain. A child's voice, high and raw, coming from the training yard. Callen broke into a run, his drift sense already reaching ahead, feeling for the pattern of the disturbance.

He found Tomás on his knees in the center of the yard, his hands pressed against his skull, mouth open in a scream that seemed to have no end. Around him, the other students had scattered, their faces pale with terror. One of the Pyrin instructors—Senna—stood three paces back, her hands raised in a warding gesture, flames flickering uselessly at her fingertips.

"What happened?" Callen demanded, already moving toward the boy.

"We were practicing drift sensing," Senna said, her voice tight. "He reached too deep, too fast. His abilities—they're stronger than we realized. He touched something he shouldn't have."

Through the drift, Callen could feel it—Tomás's consciousness spiraling outward like water down a drain, his untrained mind caught in a current of perception it couldn't control. The boy wasn't just sensing the drift around him; he was drowning in it, unable to find his way back to his own body.

Callen knelt before him, taking the boy's wrists gently but firmly. "Tomás. Listen to my voice."

The screaming didn't stop, but the boy's eyes—wide, unseeing, rolled back to show the whites—twitched toward the sound.

"You've gone too far out," Callen said, pitching his voice low and steady, the way he'd learned to calm panicked horses in his youth. "The drift is vast, but you're not lost. Feel my hands on your wrists. Feel the ground under your knees. Those are anchors. Follow them back."

He extended his own consciousness carefully, not grabbing but guiding—creating a current that flowed back toward the physical, toward the real. It was delicate work, the kind that required hours of patient attention. The kind he'd planned to do with each student individually over the coming weeks.

The kind he wouldn't be here to do.

Minutes passed. The other students watched in frozen silence. Vera had pushed to the front of the group, her face ashen, her own drift sense clearly feeling the edges of Tomás's crisis. At some point, Amara arrived with her healing kit, but Callen waved her back. This wasn't a wound that medicine could reach.

Finally, Tomás's screaming faded to a whimper, then to ragged breathing. His eyes focused, found Callen's face, and filled with tears.

"I couldn't find the way back," he whispered. "There was so much, and I couldn't—I thought I was going to be lost forever."

"But you weren't," Callen said. "You found your way. You're stronger than you know."

It was the right thing to say, and it was true. But as Callen helped the boy to his feet, as Amara moved in to check his vitals and the other students began breathing again, he felt the weight of what had almost happened settle on his shoulders like a stone.

Tomás had almost lost himself. Not to corruption, not to enemies, but simply to the vastness of his own awakening gift. And Callen had been the only one in the settlement who knew how to bring him back.

He looked at the gathered students—nearly thirty of them now, each carrying abilities that could spiral out of control at any moment. Vera with her drift pulses that sometimes knocked people unconscious when she didn't mean to. A boy named Donal who'd accidentally started three fires this week alone.

And he was leaving them. Tomorrow at dawn, he would fly north, and these children would be in the hands of instructors who, however skilled, didn't understand the dangers of awakening abilities. The Pyrin knew fire. They didn't know the drift.

"Senna," he said quietly, drawing the Pyrin instructor aside. "What happened here—it could happen again. With any of them. If someone goes too deep⁠—"

"I know," she said, her face grim. "I felt it too, even if I couldn't fix it. The drift isn't like fire. Fire you can fight. This..." She shook her head.

"Keep the training sessions shorter. Don't push them to reach further—just help them hold what they have. And if anyone starts showing signs of going under—pale skin, unfocused eyes, that distant look—stop immediately. Make them touch something real. Ground them in their bodies."

"And if that doesn't work?"

He had no good answer. "Send for Kira. She has drift sensitivity, even if she hasn't trained it properly. And Vera—" He glanced at the girl, who was helping Tomás sit down, offering him water. "She's further along than the others. She might be able to help."

"Might." Senna's voice was flat. "That's not the same as will."

"No," Callen agreed. "It isn't."

He stayed with the students through the midday meal, answering questions, offering reassurances, doing what he could to restore the sense of safety that Tomás's crisis had shattered. But even as he spoke of control and patience and trust in their own abilities, part of his mind was elsewhere—calculating distances, estimating travel times, weighing his daughter's life against the lives of everyone in this training yard.

There was no good choice. That was the bitter truth he'd been avoiding. Nora would die if he stayed. But if he left, and something like Tomás's crisis happened without him here to stop it...

Someone else might die instead.

The afternoon sun was well past its peak when he finally left the training yard. The settlement around him continued its preparations—carts being loaded, supplies being counted, the hundred small tasks that preceded any journey. But Callen walked through it all like a ghost, present in body but absent in mind.

He had built something here. Not just an Academy, but a promise—that these children with their dangerous gifts would be taught, protected, guided toward lives that didn't end in tragedy or servitude. Now he was breaking that promise, leaving them vulnerable at the moment they needed him most.

For Nora. Always for Nora.

But the weight of the choice didn't lift just because the reasons were good. It settled deeper, pressing against his chest like a hand pushing him underwater. This was what it meant to be responsible for more than yourself—to know that every path led to someone's suffering, and all you could do was choose whose.

By tomorrow dawn, he would be gone. And whatever happened after that—to Tomás, to Vera, to all of them—would be on his shoulders whether he was here to see it or not.


Chapter Fifteen


THE WEIGHT OF DEPARTURE



The afternoon brought a different kind of preparation. The Academy's courtyard had been cleared of training equipment, creating space for the massive form of Kyraleth to sprawl comfortably. Callen stood in the dragon's shadow, watching Kyraleth interact with those who would join the journey. The dragon lounged in the sun, his blue-black scales throwing off hints of purple and silver as he shifted, but his awareness touched everyone present, evaluating, measuring.

The old one moves like winter, Kyraleth observed, his mental voice tinged with concern as Thavrick approached. His bones are brittle. The flight might break him.

He knows the risk, Callen replied. He chooses it anyway.

For the hatchling?

For Nora, yes. And for something more. Redemption maybe, or completion of old promises.

Kyraleth's great head turned toward where Nora sat with Finch, the scholar showing her maps of the northern territories. Even from here, Callen could see the white flame flickering beneath her skin, stronger than yesterday.

She burns too bright, the dragon said. Like a star before it collapses.

That's why we're going. The northern dragon might have answers.

Or it might consume her entirely. Kyraleth's tail lashed once, betraying his agitation. Dragons calling children never ends well. We are too vast for small vessels.

Callen watched Finch trace a route on the map, pointing to locations Nora seemed to recognize from her dreams. Beyond the Sanctuary, far to the northeast, lay the territory where Theraxis waited—the ancient dragon who had promised knowledge of the first corruption. That journey would have to wait.

We cannot chase every mystery at once, Kyraleth observed, following Callen's thoughts. The old one in the far north is patient. He has waited centuries. He can wait longer.

I know. But his promise of answers about the original corruption—about what really happened to the Dragon Singers—that knowledge could change everything. Callen shook his head slightly. Baron's noose tightens daily. We can't divide our attention, not now. Theraxis will have to understand.

If he is truly ancient, he understands better than most that some things cannot be rushed. Kyraleth's mental voice carried something like reassurance. First the hatchling. Then the settlement. Then, perhaps, the keeper of old secrets.

Before Callen could respond, Elder Shendra approached with Pavel and two other Pyrin warriors who would remain to defend the settlement.

"The defense plans are finalized," she reported. "Captain Revik will coordinate with Lysara. The Academy students will maintain their training schedule—routine provides stability."

"And if Baron's forces move while we're gone?"

"Then we hold," Pavel said simply. "The Pyrin know how to make attackers pay for every step."

Callen nodded, though unease prickled at him. Leaving the settlement now felt like abandoning a ship in storm, but Nora's condition wouldn't wait.

As evening approached, he made one last round of the walls, checking positions, reviewing signals, ensuring everyone understood their roles. At the western tower, he found Kira again, this time training with Vera in the fading light.

They were practicing drift combat—not the formal patterns the Black Veil taught but something more fluid, adaptive. Vera would send out drift pulses, trying to disrupt Kira's balance, while Kira countered with her own manipulations. But Callen noticed Kira was holding back, using perhaps half her actual capability.

"Don't coddle me," Vera said, frustrated. "I need to be ready for real threats."

"Real threats don't announce themselves with drift pulses," Kira replied. "They smile and offer help while planning your death."

"Speaking from experience?"

"Unfortunately."

They noticed Callen watching and stopped, both breathing hard from exertion.

"Don't stop on my account," he said. "Vera, your form is improving, but you're telegraphing your intentions. The drift responds to thought—think less, feel more."

"Easy for you to say," Vera muttered, but she reset her stance, preparing to continue.

"Kira, a word?" Callen said.

She followed him to the wall's edge, where they could speak privately. The setting sun painted the settlement in gold and shadow, making it look both beautiful and fragile.

"When I'm gone, Vera might be your best ally," he said quietly. "She sees things others miss, and people trust her."

"You want me to recruit a student for intelligence work?"

"I want you to have someone you can trust. Your father worked alone, kept secrets, trusted no one. Look where it led him."

Kira's expression tightened. "I'm not my father."

"No, but you're isolated like he was. By choice or circumstance doesn't matter—isolation breeds paranoia, and paranoia breeds mistakes." Callen studied her face, seeing the war between pride and recognition. "Let people in, Kira. It's harder than staying alone, but it's the only way to stay human."

She was quiet for a long moment, then said, "I dream about the scales spreading."

The admission came so quietly Callen almost missed it.

"Every night," she continued, not looking at him. "I dream they spread up my arms, across my chest, covering my face. I wake up checking, terrified I'll find they've grown while I slept. Sometimes I think it would be easier to just let it happen, to stop fighting what my father made me."

"But you don't."

"No." She finally met his eyes. "Because that would make him right. That power matters more than choice, that transformation is evolution." She pulled back her sleeve, revealing the scales that marked her. "These are his legacy. What I do with them is mine."

"Hold onto that," Callen said. "While I'm gone, while you're watching for threats—remember that choice is what separates us from those who would use us."

The bell rang for evening meal, breaking the moment. As they walked back toward the main buildings, Callen saw Marten crossing the courtyard, stopping to help an elderly Pyrin woman with her bundles. A kindness, or calculated behavior to build trust? With spies, it was impossible to know.

"I'll work with Vera—you're right about needing allies."

"Good. And Kira? The heating metal with your hands—it's a useful skill. Don't hide it. Don't be ashamed of what you can do."

She nodded, though he could see the doubt lingering.

As he made his way back home, he paused. The hot springs had become dangerous, scalding anyone who tested them. Steam rose from vents that had been dormant for decades. The mountain itself seemed to be warming from within.

The cottage was quiet when he arrived, but not peaceful. Amara sat by Nora's bedside, a cold compress in one hand, watching their daughter's fitful sleep. The white flame flickered beneath Nora's skin in irregular pulses—brighter, dimmer, brighter again. Like a heartbeat struggling to find its rhythm.

"Another episode?" Callen asked, settling into the chair on the bed's other side.

"Small one. She woke crying about dragons dying in their sleep." Amara replaced the compress, her movements mechanical with exhaustion. "I told her it was just a dream."

"Was it?"

Amara didn't answer. They both knew it wasn't.

They sat in silence as the last light faded from the window. Callen watched his daughter breathe—each inhale a small victory, each exhale a prayer. Nine years old. She should be worrying about lessons and friendships and whether she'd be allowed to stay up late. Not fighting for her life against a power that shouldn't exist in a child's body.

"I heard about Tomás," Amara said finally. "Vera told me when I was preparing supplies."

"He's all right now."

"Because you were there." She looked at him, and in the dim light her eyes were wet. "What happens when you're not?"

He had no answer. The question had been circling in his own mind all afternoon, a vulture waiting to land.

"I keep thinking," Amara continued, "that if I were a better healer, I could fix this. Find some treatment, some herb or technique that would cool the fever and quiet the voices and let her just be a little girl again." She laughed, but there was no humor in it. "As if any herb could cure being Chosen by a dragon."

"You've done everything possible."

"And it isn't enough." She reached across the bed, took his hand. "I know we have to go. I know what happens if we stay. But I need you to understand something, Callen." Her grip tightened. "If we lose her anyway—if we fly north and face whatever waits there and she still dies—I don't know how I'll survive it."

"Amara—"

"I'm not saying don't go. I'm saying I need you to know what this costs. What I'm risking." She pulled her hand back, pressed it against her chest. "Everything. I'm risking everything, and all I can do is trust that it will be enough."

Nora stirred in her sleep, murmuring something that might have been words in an older language. The white flame beneath her skin pulsed once, bright enough to cast shadows.

"When I took this path," Callen said quietly, "when I bonded with Kyraleth, I thought I understood what I was giving up. A normal life. Safety. The chance to be ordinary." He watched the flame dance under Nora's skin. "I didn't understand that I was making that choice for her too. For both of you."

"You didn't make me fall in love with you," Amara said. "And you didn't make her Call to the dragons. Some things just are."

"That doesn't make me less responsible."

"No." She leaned her head against the bedpost, eyes closing. "It makes you her father. And mine." A pause. "When did you start calling yourself hers?"

He thought about it. Tried to pinpoint the moment when Nora had stopped being Amara's daughter and become theirs, then his. He couldn't find it. She had grown into his heart so gradually that he couldn't remember a time when she wasn't there.

"I don't remember," he admitted. "It just happened."

Amara smiled, the first genuine warmth he'd seen from her all day. "That's how it works, I think. Love doesn't announce itself. It just arrives, and suddenly you can't imagine being without it."

They stayed like that as the night deepened, keeping vigil over their sleeping daughter. When Callen finally dozed in his chair, it was with Amara's hand in his, and Nora's small fingers wrapped around his thumb—a chain of connection that even sleep couldn't break.

Dawn came gray and cold, the sun hidden behind clouds that promised neither rain nor clearing—just endless, colorless light. Callen woke to find Amara already up, checking supplies one final time while Nora ate a small breakfast she clearly didn't want.

"You have to eat," Amara was saying. "The flight will be long, and you need your strength."

"I'm not hungry. The dragon is hungry, but not me." Nora pushed her porridge around the bowl. "Does that make sense?"

It didn't, but Callen nodded anyway. "Eat a little more. For your mother."

Nora took three more bites, each one clearly an effort, then set down her spoon with finality. "I'm done."

The walk to the courtyard felt like a funeral procession. Settlers had gathered along the main street—not many, but enough. Some offered quiet words of encouragement. Others just watched, their faces unreadable. A few children waved, not understanding that this wasn't an adventure but a desperate gamble.

Kyraleth waited where they'd left him, his great form somehow both majestic and patient. Thavrick was already there, seated on a stone bench, his ancient face showing no trace of the fear he must have felt. Thesk stood nearby, holding the harness he'd worked through the night to finish—leather and steel and wool, designed to keep them secure through hours of flight.

"It's good work," Callen told him, testing the straps. "Thank you."

Thesk nodded curtly. "Bring them back safe." He didn't say who he meant—Nora, Amara, all of them. Maybe he didn't know himself.

The students had gathered in a cluster near the Academy's entrance, Vera at their front. She stepped forward as Callen approached, her jaw set in a way that reminded him painfully of himself at that age.

"We'll keep training," she said. "We'll watch for threats. We'll do everything you taught us."

"I know you will." He put a hand on her shoulder. "But don't try to be heroes. If something happens that you can't handle, run. Hide. Survive. You can't help anyone if you're dead."

"That sounds like giving up."

"It sounds like living to fight another day." He looked at the faces behind her—young, frightened, determined. His students. His responsibility. The weight of them pressed against his chest. "I'll be back as soon as I can."

Kira stood apart from the others, near the forge where they'd spoken that first morning. She didn't approach, but she nodded once—a promise, an acknowledgment. She would watch. She would see what others missed.

It would have to be enough.

The mounting took longer than it should have—securing Nora against his chest, helping Amara and Thavrick into the harness behind him, checking every strap and buckle twice. Each delay felt precious, a few more moments on solid ground before they committed to the sky.

Finally, there was nothing left to check.

Callen looked down at the settlement one last time—the walls he'd helped build, the Academy he'd created, the people he was leaving behind. So much of himself was in this place. And now he was flying away from it, toward an unknown dragon in an impossible valley, betting everything on a hope that might already be dead.

"Ready?" he asked, though the question was as much for himself as anyone.

Nora's small hand found his, her fingers burning with fever heat. "Ready."

Kyraleth's wings spread wide, catching the gray morning light. The dragon's muscles coiled beneath them, power gathering for launch.

And then they were rising, the settlement shrinking below them, the future rushing toward them with every beat of dragon wings.

Whatever happened next, there was no going back.


Chapter Sixteen


THE SANCTUARY OF FIRST BREATH



Dawn gave way to morning gave way to the long hours of midday flight, each moment measured in wingbeats and wind. Callen held Nora against his chest as Kyraleth's wings beat steadily through air that barely held enough substance to provide lift. His daughter's small body alternated between furnace heat and deathly cold—the dragon fever consuming her from within. Through their connection, he felt each surge of pain, each moment where her consciousness flickered like a candle in wind.

Behind them, secured in a modified harness that Thesk had worked through the night to create—leather straps reinforced with steel rings, padded with wool to prevent chafing during long flight—Amara rode with Elder Thavrick. The ancient Pyrin showed no sign of distress despite the altitude that should have been crushing his aged lungs. Instead, he sat straight-backed, eyes closed, breathing in the pattern of seven that had been old when the world was young.

The cold was relentless. Even wrapped in furs, even pressed against Kyraleth's warmth, the mountain air found every gap in their clothing and burrowed deep. Callen's fingers had gone numb hours ago; he kept them pressed against Nora's chest, drawing what heat he could from her fever while monitoring the rhythm of her heart. Sometimes it raced. Sometimes it seemed to stop entirely before lurching back to life.

Altitude sickness had crept up on all of them. The air thinned with each mile north, leaving them lightheaded, short of breath. Callen's temples throbbed with a persistent headache that sharpened every time Kyraleth banked. Behind him, he could hear Amara's breathing—shallow, careful, the measured rhythm of someone fighting nausea through sheer will.

Only Thavrick seemed unaffected. When Callen glanced back, the elder's face was serene, his eyes still closed, his breathing unchanged. Whatever Pyrin technique he employed, it served him better than any medicine Amara had packed.

Six hours they'd been flying. Six hours of pushing north through increasingly hostile skies. Kyraleth's exhaustion thrummed through their bond—not complaint, just fact. The dragon flew harder than ever before, understanding that every moment mattered.

The hatchling fades, Kyraleth said, his mental voice tight with concern.

I know. Callen adjusted his grip on Nora as another wave of cold swept through her. Her skin had taken on an almost translucent quality, white fire visible beneath like veins of light.

They stopped once, at a high plateau where a frozen lake offered flat ground for landing. Kyraleth's legs buckled slightly as he touched down—the first sign Callen had ever seen of the dragon's physical limits.

"Just for a moment," Callen said, though he wasn't sure if he was reassuring the dragon or himself. "We all need to rest."

Amara was beside him before his feet touched ground, her healer's hands already reaching for Nora. "Let me see her."

He passed their daughter over reluctantly. Nora's eyes were open but unseeing, tracking something none of them could perceive. Her lips moved constantly now, forming words in a language that predated human speech.

"Her pulse is weaker," Amara said, pressing fingers to Nora's throat. "And irregular. The fever's breaking down her body's ability to regulate itself." She looked up at Callen, and he saw the fear she'd been hiding all morning. "How much farther?"

"I don't know. Nora's the only one who can sense it, and she's—" He gestured helplessly at their daughter's vacant stare.

Thavrick had dismounted with surprising grace for his age. He knelt beside Nora, studying her with eyes that had seen more than any of them could imagine. "The dragon's call grows stronger in her. She hears it now more than she hears us." He placed a weathered hand on her forehead. "But she fights. She hasn't let go."

"How long can she keep fighting?" Amara asked.

The elder's silence was answer enough.

Callen walked to the lake's edge, needing a moment away from the sight of his daughter slipping away. The ice was ancient here, blue-white and deep, holding shadows that might have been fish or might have been something else entirely. The mountains rose around them like the walls of a cathedral, their peaks lost in clouds that seemed to glow with their own light.

Amara's footsteps crunched on frozen ground behind him. She didn't speak at first, just stood beside him, close enough that their shoulders touched.

"What if we're too late?" she finally asked. "What if we get there and she's already gone?"

"Then at least she won't die in a bed, surrounded by people who couldn't help her." The words came out harsher than he intended. He softened his voice. "She'll die somewhere ancient. Somewhere that matters. With us beside her."

"That's supposed to comfort me?"

"No. Nothing about this is comforting." He turned to face her. "But it's the truth. And whatever happens next, she chose this. She wanted to try. That has to count for something."

Amara's eyes glistened, but she didn't cry. "When did you become the one giving me hope?"

"I learned from watching you."

They stood together for a moment longer, drawing what strength they could from each other. Then Nora made a sound—not words, but something between a gasp and a cry—and they both turned, rushing back to where Thavrick knelt beside her.

"Close," Nora whispered, her eyes suddenly focused, burning with white fire. "So close. We have to go. Now. Now."

They mounted in seconds, exhaustion forgotten. Whatever Nora had sensed, it had given her enough clarity to guide them. And they were running out of time.

His thoughts drifted to the settlement left behind. Had he made the right choice, leaving when threats gathered? Kira's final words echoed in memory: "I'll watch for the patterns, Master Callen. My father taught me to see what others hide, but you taught me to protect what others overlook."

Strange to trust Stark's daughter with the settlement's security. Stranger still to realize he did trust her. She'd proven herself, choosing to stand against her father's legacy. But trust was fragile, and the settlement's enemies were clever.

These mountains feel wrong, Kyraleth said suddenly, breaking into Callen's brooding. Not dangerous. Just... old. Older than I am. Older than my memories.

What do you mean?

The dragon was silent for a long moment, wings beating steadily. Dragons carry memories of those who came before. Not thoughts, but impressions. Feelings. I have never flown these skies, but something in me recognizes them. Something very old, passed down through generations.

Callen felt the echo of that recognition through their bond—a sense of homecoming mixed with deep, primal wariness. These were sacred skies. Dragons had once gathered here in numbers beyond counting, for purposes beyond human understanding.

And then they had stopped coming. Something had driven them away—or killed them.

Whatever happened here, Kyraleth continued, my kind remembers it. We remember being afraid. We remember loss. And we remember— He paused, searching for words. Betrayal. Something like betrayal.

Through their bond, Callen sensed fragments of ancient memory—dragons in flight, fire against the sky, and then darkness. Screaming. The severing of bonds that should have lasted lifetimes.

The corruption, Callen realized. You're remembering the original corruption.

Perhaps. I do not have the words for it. Only the feeling. Kyraleth's wings caught an updraft, carrying them higher. But I know this: whatever waits at this Sanctuary, it remembers too. And its memories are older than mine.

The landscape below had transformed while he brooded. Pine forests thinned into scattered junipers clinging to rocky slopes. The air grew sharp with the scent of snow and stone, even at this height. Wind patterns shifted constantly, forcing Kyraleth to adjust his wing angle every few beats. Below, mountain goats picked their way across impossible ledges, so far down they looked like moving dots against gray stone.

The rocky highlands gave way to true mountains—peaks wrapped in snow that had never known summer melt. Ice fields stretched between summits like frozen rivers, their surfaces blue-white in the morning sun. Occasionally, Callen glimpsed the ruins of ancient structures—watchtowers or wayshrine foundations—remnants of when these passes were traveled.

These were the old mountains, the ones that existed before humans drew maps. Through the drift, he sensed their age—stone that remembered when dragons flew freely and Dragon Singers were honored, not hunted.

Nora stirred in his arms, a whimper escaping her cracked lips. "Close," she whispered. "So close now."

Then the turbulence hit.

Not wind—something far stranger. The drift patterns themselves twisted into unnatural spirals, like invisible whirlpools in the air. Callen's enhanced senses screamed warnings as the energy field warped around them. It felt like flying through honey one moment, then through nothing at all the next. His stomach lurched as gravity seemed to forget its own rules.

Kyraleth's wings caught dead air where there should have been lift. The dragon roared—part surprise, part alarm—as they dropped twenty feet before his frantically beating wings found purchase again. Amara gasped behind them, clutching Thavrick tighter.

"Dragon sign!" Thavrick shouted over the wind. "Old and powerful. We're close."

Nora's eyes snapped open, and for a moment they burned pure white. "It's calling. It knows we're coming." Her voice carried harmonics that weren't entirely human anymore. "Turn east at the split peak. The valley that shouldn't exist."

Callen looked where she indicated and saw nothing but solid mountain face. The stone appeared seamless, weathered granite without crack or crevice. Yet something felt wrong about it—the way shadows fell incorrectly, how the snow patterns didn't match the wind direction.

But Kyraleth had already sensed it—the wrongness in the stone, the impossible angle. Through their bond, Callen felt the dragon's perception shift, seeing through the illusion. The dragon banked sharply, approaching from an angle that shouldn't matter, and suddenly⁠—

The hidden valley revealed itself.

The valley shouldn't exist. That was Callen's first coherent thought as Kyraleth descended through air that felt thick with power. Like flying through syrup, each wingbeat requiring more effort than it should. Surrounded by peaks that created optical illusions, the valley had remained hidden for centuries, maybe longer. From most angles, it would appear as solid stone. Only from this specific approach, at this specific angle, did the entrance reveal itself.

His drift sense exploded with sensation. The entire valley pulsed with ancient power, each heartbeat sending waves of energy that made his partially transformed scales tingle beneath his skin. This was a place where the world's rules bent, where time moved differently, where the impossible became mundane.

Kyraleth landed in what should have been a meadow but was something else entirely. The grass beneath them had turned to stone—not dead or fossilized, but transformed while still alive. Each blade remained flexible, bending under their weight, but with the texture and appearance of polished granite. When the wind moved through it, the field created a sound like distant bells, haunting and beautiful.

Where their feet touched, the stone-grass flared with brief color—emerald green racing out in ripples before fading back to gray. The air tasted of copper and ozone, like the moment before lightning strikes.

"By the First Flame," Thavrick breathed, dismounting with Amara's help. "The stories were true."

The very air seemed to breathe, expanding and contracting with a rhythm that matched no living thing. From somewhere deep in Callen's chest, he felt warmth—Valengrim's fragment responding to the ancient power here. The sensation was like recognition, as if the fragment remembered this place.

"There," Nora said, pointing with a trembling hand.

At the valley's heart lay a dragon that dwarfed anything Callen had imagined.

The dragon was massive, easily three times Kyraleth's size, but that wasn't what stole Callen's breath. It was the state of the creature—withered by time until it seemed more mummy than living being.

The dragon lay curled in on itself, and at first Callen thought it was dead. Its scales had lost all luster, turned gray-white like old bone. The membrane of its wings had worn thin as parchment, torn in places, showing the skeletal structure beneath. Its breathing was so shallow that only the barest movement of its sunken flanks showed it still lived.

Ribs pressed against skin that seemed ready to tear. The creature's neck, once powerful, had wasted to sinew and bone. Its tail, coiled around its body, showed patches where scales had simply fallen away, leaving scarred hide beneath.

Scars covered the withered form—deep gouges that spoke of terrible battles. One wing showed signs of having been nearly severed, held now by scar tissue thick as ship's rope. But the worst was the dragon's left eye—destroyed completely, the socket a hollow darkness that wept a constant trickle of something that might once have been tears.

Beside him, Kyraleth had gone utterly still. Through their bond, Callen felt the young dragon's reaction—horror, yes, but also something deeper. Recognition. Reverence.

Elder, Kyraleth whispered, and the word carried weight beyond its meaning. This is an Elder. One of the Old Ones. I thought they were myths.

What does that mean?

The dragon's response came slowly, as if he were struggling to translate something that had no human equivalent. Before the partnerships. Before the bonds. When dragons were... more. More than we are now. They made themselves smaller to join with humans—gave up something vast to become something shared. But the Elders... they remembered what we were before. They carried the old knowledge.

Kyraleth's mental voice trembled. I should not be in his presence. I am too young. Too small. I have not earned⁠—

You earned your place by choosing partnership, Callen said firmly. By choosing me. That's what they gave up their vastness for—connection. You honor them by being here.

The young dragon said nothing, but Callen felt his gratitude through their bond—and his fear. Whatever Vorthak had been, whatever he still was, even a dying Elder commanded respect that went beyond words.

"Vorthak," Nora whispered, and Callen didn't question how she knew the name.

He approached carefully, gesturing for the others to hang back. Each step felt heavier than the last, the air itself thickening with power. Through the drift, he sensed immense consciousness trapped within the failing form—not sleeping but aware, watching, waiting.

Twenty feet away, he stopped. The presence was overwhelming, ancient beyond measure, carrying the weight of centuries of forced stillness.

Nora pulled free from his grip with surprising strength.

"No!" Amara started forward, but Thavrick caught her arm.

"Let her go," the elder said quietly. "This is why we came."

Callen watched, heart hammering, as his nine-year-old daughter stumbled across stone grass toward a creature that could have swallowed her whole. The white flames around her hands intensified with each step, responding to proximity.

She reached the withered dragon and placed her burning hands against its foreleg. The ancient scales were cold as winter stone, rough as tree bark.

The moment her skin made contact, the air in the valley changed—thickened, charged with potential. The stone grass beneath their feet began to hum, a low vibration Callen felt in his bones.

And everything Callen thought he knew about his daughter—about dragons, about the world itself—was about to change.


Chapter Seventeen


THE BRIDGE



The world exploded with sensation.

The connection hit Callen through his bond with Nora—overwhelming, vast, ancient beyond comprehension. Through his bond with Nora, he felt it—the vast consciousness of Vorthak suddenly accessible, pouring through his daughter like water through a broken dam.

Valengrim's fragment burned hot in Callen's chest, resonating with the ancient dragon's presence. He felt the fragment's consciousness stir, recognizing kinship across the centuries.

But it was Nora who bore the full weight of it.

Through their connection, Callen felt what his daughter felt—and it nearly broke him. The dragon's mind was an ocean, and she was a cup trying to hold it. Centuries of memory crashed against her consciousness in waves that should have destroyed her instantly. She saw everything Vorthak had ever seen, felt everything he had ever felt, knew everything he had ever known—all at once, all compressed into a single moment of impossible density.

She screamed. Not in fear, but in overwhelm—the sound of a mind stretched beyond its limits, forced to contain what no child should ever hold.

And somewhere in that scream, Callen heard wonder.

Visions flooded his awareness:

The original corruption. Not disease or external force, but betrayal from within. Dragon Singers forcing bonds, using ritual and power to compel rather than request. Dragons trusted, and that trust was weaponized. The bonds that should have been partnership became chains.

Vorthak's choice. As corruption spread, consuming dragon after dragon, seven made an impossible decision. They would enter Dormant Sleep—not the Great Sleep of voluntary hibernation, but something deeper. A living death, preserving consciousness while their bodies slowly failed, all to prevent corruption's spread.

The spell's failure. Centuries had passed. The magic that maintained their preservation was failing. One by one, the dormant dragons were dying, their consciousness finally fading into true death.

Callen experienced it all through Nora's connection—the weight of centuries, the pain of choosing stillness over corruption, the slow dissolution of self that came with extended withering.

More visions poured through—dragons in their prime, flying in formations that painted the sky with their shadows. The first bonds between human and dragon, voluntary and joyful. The golden age before suspicion poisoned trust. And then the fall—Dragon Singers drunk on power, dragons retreating in horror from what their partners had become.

Vorthak showed him specific memories: eggs being hidden in places no map could find, protected by puzzles only those pure of intent could solve. The creation of guardians—not to hoard but to preserve, waiting for a time when trust could bloom again.

Through it all, Valengrim's presence in Callen's chest pulsed with sorrow and recognition. These were his kin, his era, his tragedy.

"The child burns because she was Called too young," Vorthak's voice resonated through the connection, speaking directly into their linked consciousness. "The fire seeks completion it cannot achieve in one so small."

"Then save her," Callen said aloud, not caring how desperate he sounded.

"I can. But the cost is transformation. She will become a Bridge—not human, not dragon, but the living connection between both."

Amara let out a sound that was part sob, part rage. "She's only nine! She should be playing with dolls, not deciding the fate of species!"

She had moved as close as she dared, her healer's instincts screaming at her to do something, anything, to help her daughter. But there was nothing in any text she'd studied, nothing in any training she'd received, that prepared her for this. She could set bones, stitch wounds, brew medicines for a hundred ailments—but she could not heal a soul being reshaped by forces older than human memory.

"I should be able to help," she whispered, and Callen heard the anguish beneath the words. "I'm her mother. I'm a healer. I should be able to do something."

Thavrick's hand found her shoulder. "You are doing something. You are here. You are witnessing. In the old days, Bridges were never made alone—they needed witnesses to anchor them to their humanity. Your presence matters more than you know."

But through the connection, Callen felt Nora's mind touching Vorthak's, understanding flowing between them. She saw what he saw—if the dormant dragons all died, the ancient magics that kept the world stable would unravel. Not reality breaking, but the careful balance between magical and mundane collapsing. Plagues of wild magic, drift storms that could level cities, the very foundations of civilization crumbling.

"Papa," Nora said, her voice small and frightened but determined. "If I don't do this, I'll die anyway, won't I?"

"You're too young to make that choice," Callen said, though he knew it was already too late. The dragon fever would kill her within days. This transformation, terrible as it was, offered the only chance at survival.

"I don't want to die," Nora's eyes met his, tears streaming down her face. "I want to see Mama's garden bloom in spring. I want to learn the sword forms you promised to teach me. I want to grow up."

The words broke something in Callen's chest. He had faced death more times than he could count—his own death, the deaths of enemies and allies, the slow death of ideals he'd once believed in. But this was different. This was his daughter, asking permission to transform into something unknown, something that might save her life but would certainly end her childhood.

He wanted to say no. He wanted to gather her up and fly away from this place, away from ancient dragons and impossible choices, back to the settlement where the worst she faced was scrapes and nightmares. He wanted to be the father who protected her from the world, not the one who watched while the world reshaped her.

But he had never been able to lie to her.

"Yes," he said, and the word felt like cutting out part of his own heart. "Without this, you'll die. I'm sorry, little one. I'm so sorry there's no other way."

Thavrick spoke into the silence that followed. "The white flame was always a sign of Bridges. The old texts weren't prophecies—they were warnings. Warnings of children forced to carry burdens meant for adults."

Through the connection, Vorthak shared more:

Ancient memories of the time before—when thirteen dragon eggs were hidden in a place beyond finding, protected by something called the Eternal Guardian. Not a person but a consciousness older than memory, tasked with preserving hope for the future.

Images of other dragons who had chosen the Dormant Sleep, their bodies slowly failing as Vorthak's had, waiting for someone to carry their knowledge forward before the last of them faded.

"There's something else in me," Nora said suddenly, her child's voice cutting through the ancient communion. "Like another dragon, but sleeping. It feels warm."

Valengrim. Through Callen's connection to his daughter, the fragment's consciousness reached out, touching the dying Vorthak. For a moment, three dragon consciousnesses connected—the dying, the preserved, and the waiting.

Vorthak's surprise rippled through the link. "You carry one of the Wise Ones. Valengrim who chose preservation over corruption. He will help the child through the transformation."

The partial bonding had already begun. Callen felt it through their connection—fundamental changes starting at levels deeper than flesh or bone.

Callen held Nora as she and Vorthak attempted the partial bond. White fire exploded from both, meeting in the air between them—not mixing but dancing around each other like living things. The ancient dragon's consciousness, vast and deep as an ocean, began to flow toward Nora's small, bright spark of being.

Through his enhanced connection—his own dragon bond resonating with the ritual—Callen experienced it from multiple perspectives. As her father, he felt her pain, sharp and immediate. As a Dragon Singer, he felt the energy patterns shifting, reality bending to accommodate something that shouldn't be possible. Through Kyraleth, he felt a dragon's perspective on the wrongness and necessity of it all.

Nora's body arched in his arms, rigid with the force of what was happening inside her. The white fire under her skin blazed brighter, tracing new patterns that looked almost like circuit diagrams—pathways being carved through her being to accommodate the dragon consciousness flowing into her.

She spoke, but not in any language Callen knew. Words older than human speech poured from her lips—dragon-tongue, Thavrick called it later, though that name hardly captured what it was. Each syllable seemed to reshape the air around it, leaving ripples that took long moments to settle.

Through their bond, Callen caught fragments of what she was experiencing. It's like being everywhere at once, she tried to tell him, but even as the thought formed it became something else: like being nowhere—no—like being the place itself—no— And then language failed entirely, replaced by raw impression: vastness, depth, the feeling of having roots that went down to the bones of the world and branches that touched the stars.

Valengrim's fragment burned like a small sun in his chest, and suddenly Callen understood its purpose. The fragment wasn't just power—it was a guide, a template. Valengrim's preserved consciousness was showing Nora's body how to survive the transformation, creating pathways for the power to flow without destroying her.

Through the drift, he felt his daughter changing. Not scales or wings—this transformation was deeper. Her essence itself shifted, expanding to accommodate dual nature. She would remain human in form, but her consciousness was stretching, adapting to contain dragon perception alongside human thought.

"Hold her!" Amara was there, medical supplies scattered on stone grass, working with desperate efficiency to keep Nora's body stable as it changed. "Her heart's stopping—no, starting again—different rhythm⁠—"

Thavrick stood in a circle of his own making, ancient Pyrin chants rolling from his lips as he created boundaries of fire to contain the energy erupting from the bonding. The flames bent inward, forming a dome that kept the power from dissipating.

But the effort was costing him. Sweat ran down the elder's face despite the cold. His hands trembled with the strain of maintaining containment. The fire dome flickered, nearly collapsed, steadied again through sheer force of will.

"I cannot hold this much longer," he gasped. "The power is too vast. Too old."

Callen saw blood beginning to seep from Thavrick's nose—the telltale sign of a Pyrin pushed beyond their limits. The old man was killing himself to keep Nora's transformation from tearing the valley apart.

Kyraleth roared in distress, feeling through his bond with Callen the wrongness of a child enduring this transformation. She is too small for such power!

The young dragon paced at the edge of Thavrick's fire dome, unable to help, unable to look away. His wings flared and folded repeatedly—a sign of extreme agitation. Through their bond, Callen felt Kyraleth's desperate urge to do something, anything, coupled with the terrible knowledge that there was nothing he could do.

She is my bonded-one's hatchling, Kyraleth sent, and the thought carried the full weight of what that meant to a dragon. She is under my protection. And I cannot protect her from this.

I know, Callen replied, pouring his own strength through their connection, trying to anchor Nora to her humanity even as she transformed. But you're here. She knows you're here. Sometimes that's all the protection we can give.

The bonding reached crescendo. Through their shared connection, Callen felt Vorthak's lifetime of memories flowing into Nora—not all of them, that would destroy her utterly—but the essential ones. Knowledge of the hidden places, the secret names of winds, the true history of dragon and human.

And through it all, Valengrim's consciousness acted as a buffer, helping Nora's young mind process what shouldn't be processable.

Then it was over.

Nora collapsed in his arms, unconscious but breathing. Her eyes, when they fluttered open, held flecks of gold that caught the light like Vorthak's few remaining good scales. The white flame still danced under her skin, but controlled now, no longer consuming her from within.

"Papa, I can hear them," she whispered. "All the sleeping dragons. They're so tired. And lonely."

Vorthak's form was already beginning to fail completely, the magic that held him to life finally releasing after centuries. But his consciousness remained clear through the connection—clearer, perhaps, than it had been in ages.

The ancient dragon's remaining eye found Nora, and something in its depths shifted. Not just recognition, but gratitude. Relief. After centuries of forced stillness, of watching the world change through the narrowest of windows, of feeling his kin fade one by one into true death—finally, finally, someone had come.

I was so afraid, Vorthak's voice whispered through their connection, and the admission carried the weight of ages. Afraid that I would fade before anyone found us. That everything we preserved would be lost. That our sacrifice would mean nothing.

Nora, still trembling from her transformation, reached out to touch the ancient dragon's snout. Her small hand looked impossibly fragile against his withered scales.

"You weren't alone," she said, and her voice carried harmonics now that it hadn't before—dragon-song woven through human speech. "Even when you thought you were. The others felt you. They held on because you held on. You gave them hope."

Something that might have been a smile crossed Vorthak's ruined features. And now you carry that hope forward. Bridge-child. First of a new age.

"Child," he said through their link, his mental voice growing faint. "In my heart, there is something preserved. A sphere of memory. Take it before I fade completely. It holds the location of the Crystal Grove, where the Eternal Guardian waits."

Nora reached out with trembling hands and touched a point on Vorthak's chest where the scales formed a spiral pattern. At her touch, a section of scales parted like a door, revealing a sphere the size of a child's head, made of what looked like condensed starlight—translucent, swirling with inner light, warm to the touch despite the dying dragon's coldness.

"When the last dormant dragon dies," Vorthak warned as his form continued failing, "the old magics will fail with them. The world will not break, but it will change. Magic will become wild, uncontrolled. Days, not weeks remain."

Through their connection, Vorthak shared final images—places where eggs were hidden, wrapped in riddles and protected by tests of character rather than strength. Hope preserved for a future where dragons and humans might trust again.

Vorthak's breathing slowed. Each exhale seemed to take longer than the one before, as if time itself was stretching to give him a few more moments.

Kyraleth moved forward, past Thavrick's now-collapsed fire dome, until he stood beside the dying Elder. Without words, he lowered his head—an ancient gesture of respect between dragons, one that Callen felt rather than understood through their bond.

You honor me, young one, Vorthak sent, his consciousness already beginning to scatter like leaves in wind. Your bond is strong. True. The kind we dreamed of, before the corruption. Keep it. Protect it. Let nothing come between you and your human.

I will, Kyraleth promised, and the words carried the weight of a vow.

Vorthak's eye closed. His last breath emerged as a sigh that seemed to carry the weight of centuries, of vigil, of hope maintained against impossible odds. The scales that had once gleamed with power began to lose their shape, becoming something more like dust, like ash, like memory made visible.

Where the ancient dragon had lain, a shape remained—an outline of what had been, traced in white light that slowly faded into the stone grass. And then even that was gone.

As the ancient dragon's body finally stilled, consciousness fading like morning mist, Nora looked back and whispered, "Thank you for saving me."

Callen felt an ancient consciousness finally find peace.

For a long moment, no one moved. The valley's strange physics continued their slow normalization—water beginning to fall naturally, stone grass cracking to reveal green shoots beneath—but the four of them remained frozen in the space where an Elder had died and a Bridge had been born.

Then Nora stood. The movement was strange—too smooth, too deliberate for a nine-year-old. She looked at her hands as if seeing them for the first time, turning them over, flexing her fingers.

"Everything looks different," she said. Her voice still carried those new harmonics, dragon-song woven through every word. "Not wrong. Just... more. Like I was seeing through fog before and didn't know it."

Amara was at her side instantly, hands reaching for her daughter's face, her pulse, any sign of what had changed. "Does it hurt? Do you feel pain anywhere?"

"No." Nora caught her mother's hands, held them. "Mama, I can feel your heartbeat. Not with my fingers—with..." She struggled for words. "With the part of me that's new. I can feel everyone's heartbeat. Yours is scared. Papa's is sad. Thavrick's is tired." She turned to the old Pyrin, who had collapsed against a stone after the containment failed. "Very tired. He needs to rest."

"Don't worry about me, child," Thavrick managed. "I've been tired for decades. A little more won't hurt."

But Nora had already moved on, her attention caught by something else. She walked to where Kyraleth stood, reaching up to touch his lowered head.

"I can hear you now," she told him. "Not through Papa. Directly. You're worried about him. About leaving the settlement. About whether you're strong enough." She smiled, and despite everything, it was still his daughter's smile—warm and bright and unbearably young. "You are. Strong enough. Brave enough. Good enough."

Kyraleth's response came to Callen through their bond: She sees too much. Is that what we wanted?

I don't know what we wanted, Callen admitted. I just wanted her to live.

She lives. Whatever else she has become, she lives.

It would have to be enough. It would have to be enough because it was all they had.

They prepared to leave as the valley itself began to change. Without Vorthak's presence anchoring it, the impossible physics were slowly normalizing. Water began to fall naturally. The stone grass started cracking, revealing green shoots beneath.

"We need to go," Thavrick said, already helping Amara gather supplies. "This place won't exist much longer."

Callen lifted Nora, noting how light she felt despite the sphere she clutched. Through their bond, he sensed her new awareness—vast, overwhelming, but somehow contained. She was still his daughter, but also something more.

As Kyraleth prepared for flight, Callen spotted them—flying shapes in the distance, too regular to be birds, too small to be dragons. Baron's scouts, he realized. Modified creatures watching, reporting.

We're being watched, Kyraleth confirmed. They want us to know it.

The flight home would take three days. Three days while the settlement remained vulnerable, while threats gathered, while Baron prepared his next move with the intelligence his scouts provided.

Callen mounted Kyraleth, settling Nora in front of him. She leaned back against his chest, and he felt how her temperature had stabilized—no more burning and freezing, just steady warmth.

"Papa, I can feel something strange at home," she said quietly. "Someone there... they're confused. They think they're helping but..." She frowned, struggling to articulate what her new senses detected. "It's like they don't know what they're really doing."

Callen filed the observation away. Marten, probably. Or someone else entirely—the settlement's growing population made certainty impossible. But that was a problem for when they returned. For now, the only thing that mattered was getting home.

They rose into the air, leaving the crumbling valley behind. His daughter lived, transformed but alive. The price had been her childhood, her pure humanity, but she'd chosen it with a child's bravery and a child's fear.

As they flew south, Nora held the sphere of starlight that contained centuries of dragon knowledge. Through their connection, Callen felt whispers of what it contained—locations wrapped in riddle, tests of heart rather than might, and the path to the Eternal Guardian who had waited centuries for someone worthy to come.

"Papa," Nora said, her voice drowsy as exhaustion finally claimed her. "The warm dragon inside you—Valengrim—he says thank you. For letting him help."

Before he could respond, she was asleep, leaving him with the weight of what had just occurred. His daughter had become something unprecedented—a Bridge between species, carrying the hope of renewed trust between dragon and human.

Behind them, the hidden valley was collapsing—mountains shifting back to their natural positions, closing the gap that had sheltered Vorthak for centuries. By tomorrow, there would be no sign it had ever existed. Just another stretch of peaks, another anonymous fold in the endless mountains.

But what had happened here would echo forward. In Nora's new awareness. In the sphere of knowledge she carried. In the hope that an ancient dragon had preserved through centuries of isolation.

The world would never be the same.


Chapter Eighteen


THE CHANGED WORLD



The flight home stretched into its third day, and Callen's unease grew with each mile. Nora slept against his chest, her breathing steady but different—deeper, with occasional pauses that made his heart skip until she resumed. When she stirred briefly during a rest stop, she murmured about dragons in flight and eggs hidden in impossible places, her small hands clutching the sphere of starlight even in sleep.

Kyraleth's exhaustion thrummed through their connection, but the dragon pushed on without complaint. This kind of extended flight was new for the young dragon—they'd never pushed three straight days before.

Callen shifted his grip on Nora, muscles screaming from hours in the same position. They'd stopped four times over the journey, each rest revealing how much the flight taxed them all.

The first stop came back to him now—a mountain lake where Kyraleth had dove for fish while they stretched cramped muscles on the shore. The water was so clear Callen could see the dragon's shadow moving beneath like some impossible sea creature.

"Your dragon grows strong," Thavrick had said, watching Kyraleth surface with three large trout. The elder's voice had carried a note of warning beneath the compliment.

"But?" Callen had prompted.

"He pushes too hard for one so young."

Callen had helped the elder settle against a sun-warmed rock, feeling the truth of it. "We all push too hard," he'd admitted.

The second stop had been different—a meadow high in the peaks where mountain flowers still bloomed despite the altitude. While Kyraleth hunted wild goats in the crags above, Thavrick taught Nora a Pyrin meditation to help her manage the new voices in her head.

Callen had watched from a distance, close enough to intervene but far enough to let them work. "The ancient dragons were not quiet companions," the elder had explained, his weathered hands creating small fire patterns that Nora tried to copy. "Their thoughts echo long after they're gone. You must learn to make space for them without losing yourself."

"Is that possible?" Callen had asked. "Making space without being overwhelmed?"

Thavrick's answer had been a look—ancient, knowing, not entirely reassuring.

By the third stop—a forested valley where Kyraleth could rest in shade—the urgency had become almost unbearable. Nora's periods of lucidity were shortening, and Thavrick himself looked translucent with exhaustion.

"We should rest longer," Amara had argued, her healer's instincts warring with her mother's fear. Kyraleth had just returned from hunting, blood on his muzzle from a successful kill.

"How much longer can she last like this?" Callen had asked, dreading the answer.

Thavrick's response came in barely a whisper: "Every hour matters now. I feel it in the fire—something shifts in the world. The child must be home when it happens."

Callen hadn't asked what 'it' was. He wasn't sure he wanted to know.

The fourth stop had been the briefest, just long enough for Kyraleth to drink from a river and for them to refill water skins. No one spoke of the growing tension, the sense that they raced against more than just Nora's condition.

There, Kyraleth said, his mental voice tight. But something is wrong.

Callen's exhaustion vanished, replaced by cold alertness. Through the dragon's eyes, he saw the settlement spread below—intact, no smoke of battle, no obvious damage. But wrong, nonetheless.

He scanned for specifics, cataloguing each detail. The forge district, usually belching smoke at all hours, lay quiet. The walls were fully manned at midday when half the guards should have been resting. And Baron's camps...

His stomach dropped.

They'd moved. The loose perimeter had tightened into a semicircle that pressed closer to the settlement's eastern approaches. Not attacking, not yet, but the message was clear: the noose was tightening.

"What do you see?" Amara asked from behind him, unable to share the dragon's enhanced vision.

Callen hesitated. How much to say with Nora sleeping against him?

"No battle," he said carefully. "But changes. The settlement's locked down."

"Locked down how?" Amara's voice sharpened. "Callen, what aren't you telling me?"

"Baron's forces have moved closer. And something's wrong inside—I can't tell what yet."

Thavrick, ancient body somehow still enduring the flight's rigors, spoke with eyes closed. "Fear changes a place faster than fire."

The words settled over them like a shroud.

As they descended toward the main square, Callen noted more wrongness. Each detail added to his growing dread. The market should have been bustling at this hour. Instead, only a handful of people moved between stalls, heads down, not lingering to talk.

Why weren't they talking? These people lived for market gossip.

Windows that should have been open to catch afternoon breeze were shuttered. In this heat? Something had them scared enough to sacrifice comfort for the illusion of safety.

The square itself was nearly empty when they landed. Callen's boots hit the cobblestones, and the silence pressed against him like a physical weight. Old Henrik the baker stood in his doorway, flour still dusting his apron, but he didn't wave as he usually did. He looked away instead, finding something fascinating about his own threshold.

Where were the children? The Brennan twins, who always ran to see Kyraleth, were nowhere to be seen. Even the settlement's dogs, usually eager to investigate any arrival, stayed hidden.

A few brave souls emerged—Garrett the merchant, some of the Pyrin warriors, a handful of Academy students—but most stayed back, watching from doorways and windows with expressions Callen had only seen in occupied territories.

He knew that look. He'd caused it often enough during his Black Veil days.

The settlement that had felt alive when they left now felt like a community holding its collective breath, waiting for the next blow to fall.

Lysara met them as they dismounted, her expression carefully controlled. She offered what looked like a smile of welcome, but her eyes carried warning.

"Commander," she said formally, too formally. "Welcome back." Then, leaning closer as she helped steady Nora: "We have visitors. Kingdom officials. They've been waiting two days."

Two days. Callen's jaw tightened. Kingdom officials meant Lord Regent Vanish had taken notice of their settlement. That never ended well.

Movement in his peripheral vision—Kira emerging from shadows near the Academy building. She didn't approach directly, but her hand moved through signals he recognized with a start—Black Veil field communications, subtle enough that no one else would notice.

He hadn't used them in years, hadn't taught them to anyone. How did she know them? Then he remembered: her father had been Commander. Of course Stark would have taught his daughter the silent language of assassins.

The signals said: Need to talk. Important. Not here.

Callen gave an almost imperceptible nod. Whatever she'd learned, it would have to wait.

Captain Revik stood with his Pyrin warriors near the barracks, and Callen noted they were in full armor despite no immediate threat. Full armor in this heat. They expected trouble.

The captain's scarred face was grim as he offered a nod of acknowledgment. Whatever had happened in their absence, the Pyrin were taking no chances.

"Papa?" Nora stirred, lifting her head from his shoulder. "We're home?"

Her voice sounded almost normal. Almost like his daughter again. Callen held onto that.

As she straightened, the afternoon sun caught her eyes, and gasps rippled through the watching crowd. The gold flecks that now marked her irises blazed like tiny stars, impossible to miss or mistake for anything natural.

So much for keeping her transformation quiet.

She slid from Kyraleth's back, and her legs buckled. Pavel, standing closest, caught her before she hit the ground.

"Esti valar nethis draconi," she murmured, the Old Pyrin flowing from her lips like she'd spoken it all her life. "The star-paths remember."

Callen went cold. She'd never studied the old language. Never even heard it spoken until weeks ago.

Pavel's eyes widened. He responded automatically in the same tongue before catching himself, but the damage was done. Everyone had heard. A nine-year-old child who'd never studied the old language had just spoken it perfectly.

Whispers spread through the crowd like fire through dry grass.

Elder Shendra pushed through the crowd, her weathered face showing concern rather than fear. She stopped three feet from Nora, studying the child with the intensity of a healer examining symptoms.

"What happened to her?" Shendra asked Callen directly, though her eyes never left Nora.

How to explain? Callen struggled for words that wouldn't cause panic. "The dormant dragon—Vorthak. He was dying. The only way to save Nora was..." He stopped, started again. "She's become a Bridge. Between human and dragon."

Shendra's intake of breath was sharp. "First Flame preserve us." Her hand went to her chest, an old Pyrin warding gesture. "I've read about such things but never thought... How is she still standing? The texts say the transformation kills children."

"Vorthak's knowledge, Valengrim's guidance. She survived, but she's changed."

Changed. Such a small word for something so vast.

The elder reached out slowly, as if approaching a wild animal, and touched Nora's forehead. "Child, can you hear me?"

"I hear everything," Nora replied, her voice carrying those strange harmonics. "All the dragons, sleeping and waking. They whisper constantly."

Shendra's hand trembled but didn't withdraw. "And can you silence them? Even briefly?"

Nora's expression flickered—frustration, exhaustion, something older looking out through young eyes. "Sometimes. It's like trying to hold back the tide."

From the Academy steps, students watched with expressions ranging from awe to fear. Most stayed frozen, but Vera broke from the group, approaching despite the looks of warning from others.

"Nora?" she said carefully. "Are you... still you?"

Nora turned those gold-flecked eyes to her friend, and for a moment, something ancient looked out. Then she blinked, and she was just a tired child again.

"I think so," she said in her normal voice. "But there's more in my head now. Like echoes that won't stop."

Vera reached out and took her hand. Simple. Human. Callen saw some of the tension leave his daughter's shoulders.

Before anyone could respond, Morvane appeared, slightly out of breath.

"Commander," he said to Callen, "the Kingdom officials are growing impatient. They demand to speak with you immediately."

Demand. Callen felt his temper flare, exhaustion burning away patience.

"Let them wait a bit longer," he said. "I need to see my family settled first."

"I tried to explain that, but Lord Theron insists⁠—"

"Lord Theron can insist all he wants. This settlement doesn't answer to the Lord Regent's schedule." The words came out sharper than intended, but Callen was tired of diplomacy.

Morvane's eyes widened slightly, but Lysara stepped in smoothly. "I'll handle Lord Theron. Commander, see to your daughter. We can manage the officials for another hour."

Callen nodded gratefully, lifting Nora despite Amara's protests that she could walk. "Council chamber in an hour then."
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An hour later, after ensuring Nora was settled and stable, the council chamber felt smaller with three Kingdom officials occupying one side of the table. They wore Lord Regent Vanish's colors—deep purple and silver—and everything about them spoke of methodical authority.

Lord Aldric Theron led them, a man perhaps forty years old with prematurely gray hair and eyes that missed nothing. He rose politely as Callen entered, offering a bow precisely calibrated to show respect without deference.

"Master Nasinth," he said smoothly. "We've been eagerly awaiting your return."

Callen didn't miss the slight emphasis on 'eagerly.' A reminder they'd been kept waiting. "Lord Theron. To what do we owe this visit?"

"Simply administrative matters." Theron's smile didn't reach his eyes. "The Kingdom is conducting a census of magical practitioners. For our records, you understand. The Lord Regent wishes to better understand the distribution of gifts throughout the territories."

A census. Callen had seen what 'census' meant in practice—lists that became targeting documents, records that became death warrants.

"This settlement exists outside the Lord Regent's territories," he said evenly. "We're an independent community."

"That's a matter of some debate," Theron replied. "The Lord Regent considers all lands within a hundred miles of the capital to be under his protection."

"Protection and authority are different things," Lysara interjected from her seat. She'd arrived just after Callen, providing backup he appreciated.

Morvane, ever the diplomat, tried to smooth the tension. "Surely we can cooperate with a simple census. Information sharing benefits everyone."

Callen shot him a look. Information sharing with the Kingdom benefited exactly one party.

"Surely Councilor Morvane has already provided whatever information you need," he said.

"He's been most helpful," Theron agreed, producing a leather-bound notebook filled with meticulous writing.

Callen's stomach turned. How much had Morvane given them?

Theron flipped to a marked page, clearly enjoying the moment. "Sixty-three students currently enrolled. Fifteen with Pyrin heritage, twelve showing drift sensitivity, the rest displaying various other manifestations."

Sixty-three. Names attached to those numbers, no doubt. Children who could be targeted.

"Most interesting," Theron continued, flipping more pages. "Rate of manifestation has increased forty percent in the last six months."

Forty percent. Callen kept his expression neutral, but inside he was calculating. That information could fuel panic about 'uncontrolled magical proliferation'—exactly the kind of fear the Lord Regent exploited.

"New abilities emerging in children previously thought ungifted." Theron looked up, watching Callen's reaction. "Quite remarkable, really."

One of the other officials, a thin woman with sharp features, added, "We're particularly interested in your training methods. The integration of different gift types is... unusual."

"Children learn better together," Callen said simply.

"Do they?" The woman's tone suggested she had strong opinions about what children should learn.

"Indeed." Theron made another note. "We'd like to observe your classes. Purely for educational purposes. The Lord Regent is considering establishing similar institutions within his territories."

'His territories.' The emphasis landed like a threat.

"You're welcome to observe," Callen said. "Though I should mention we've had some incidents recently. For everyone's safety, observers must remain at a distance."

"Incidents?" Theron's eyebrow raised.

"Training accidents. Children with emerging gifts can be unpredictable."

Let him wonder what kind of accidents. Let him imagine fire and force and uncontrolled power.

"Of course." More notes. The scratch of quill on paper seemed very loud in the quiet room. "We've heard reports of a dragon residing here. Might we see this creature?"

"Kyraleth chooses who he meets," Callen said. "I don't command him."

"How... egalitarian," Theron said, the word somehow sounding like an insult. "The Lord Regent has different views on the proper relationship between humans and dragons."

The Lord Regent's view involved chains and control and the systematic destruction of anything he couldn't dominate.

"The Lord Regent is welcome to his views. In his territories."

The temperature in the room seemed to drop. Theron's smile became fixed, artificial.

A knock interrupted whatever response he might have made. Kira entered, bowing precisely.

"Commander, Healer Amara requests your immediate presence. It's urgent."

Callen recognized the rescue for what it was. He'd have to thank her later. "Lord Theron, we'll continue this tomorrow. I'm sure Councilor Morvane can see to your accommodations."

He left before they could object, following Kira down the corridor. Once out of earshot, she spoke quickly.

"We need to talk. Privately. Now."
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She led him to a storage room in the Academy's basement, one of the few places she'd confirmed was free from potential surveillance. The moment the door closed, her controlled facade cracked.

"Marten left the morning after you departed," she said without preamble. "Claimed he was scouting Baron's positions. He hasn't returned."

Callen absorbed that. Marten, gone. The man whose loyalty they'd debated, whose helpfulness had seemed too convenient.

"Dead?"

"Unknown. But that's not the main issue." She paused, clearly struggling with what came next. Her hands clenched and unclenched at her sides.

"Kira. Just say it."

"Thesk has been meeting someone at night. Secretly."

Thesk, the blacksmith who'd helped prepare their equipment, who'd crafted the harness for their flight. Who'd shared meals at their table, who'd been trusted with their plans.

"You're certain?"

"I followed him two nights ago." Her voice was flat, professional—the tone of someone delivering intelligence, not gossip. "He left a package at a dead drop near the forest edge. I retrieved it after he left."

She produced a folded paper from her vest. Callen took it, dreading what he'd find.

"Guard rotations, supply stores, student training schedules." Her jaw tightened. "Details only someone trusted would know."

Callen studied the information, recognizing Thesk's blocky handwriting. Every letter a betrayal. Every word another nail in their defenses.

"Why?" The question came out rough.

Kira's expression shifted—still angry, but something else beneath it. "Someone convinced him the Academy deliberately rejects older students to maintain exclusivity. That we could train his son Bren but choose not to."

Bren. The boy who'd failed three placement tests, whose drift sensitivity registered too weak for formal training. Callen remembered Thesk's face at each rejection—hope fading to despair to something harder.

"He thinks he's forcing our hand," Kira continued. "Prove the Academy's corruption so real training can begin."

Not malice then. Desperation. A father's love twisted into something that would destroy the people trying to help him.

"He doesn't know he's working for Baron?"

"I don't think so. Whoever turned him was clever. They made him believe he's exposing injustice, not betraying friends."

Callen rubbed his face, exhaustion hitting hard. An unwitting spy was almost worse than a deliberate one. Thesk's genuine belief in his cause would make him harder to detect, harder to turn back. And when he learned the truth...

"Who else knows?"

"Just us. I didn't want to cause panic, and..." She hesitated, something vulnerable flickering across her usually guarded features. "I thought you should decide. He's not evil, just desperate and misled."

Through the narrow window, Callen could see the forge district. Smoke rose from Thesk's shop—the only forge operating, he realized. Working late again, probably preparing another package of information for his unknown handler.

A good man destroying everything because he wanted to save his son. Callen understood that impulse better than he wanted to admit.

"Watch him," he said finally. "But carefully. If he realizes we know⁠—"

"He might do something desperate," Kira finished. "I understand."
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Callen walked slowly back through the settlement, noting how people avoided his gaze. Every averted look felt like another small wound. The Kingdom officials had everyone on edge. He needed to check on Nora and the sphere, but first he found Amara and Nora in their cottage with Finch, who'd cleared the table to make room for Vorthak's sphere. The artifact sat on a cloth, its inner light pulsing with slow rhythm.

"She insisted on trying," Amara said, worry clear in her voice. Her hand rested on Nora's shoulder, protective and afraid. "Said the sphere was calling to her."

Calling. As if they needed more things calling to his daughter.

Nora sat cross-legged before it, hands hovering just above the surface. "It wants to share," she said distantly. "But it's so much. Like trying to drink the ocean."

Finch practically vibrated with scholarly excitement, but Callen caught the worry beneath it. "Start small," the scholar suggested. "Just one memory, one image."

Callen wanted to stop this, to pull Nora away from one more dangerous power. But what choice did they have? The sphere held answers they desperately needed.

"Are you sure about this?" he asked Nora.

She looked up at him, and for a moment she was just his daughter again—scared but determined. "I have to try, Papa. It's important."

Nora touched the sphere.

The room exploded with light—not harsh but encompassing. Callen's hand went to his sword before he could stop himself. Images formed in the air above the table, visible to all.

A valley. Hidden behind waterfalls, accessible only during the lowest water of drought season.

"Where is that?" Amara breathed.

The image shifted, answering. Eggs nestled in crystalline formations, thirteen perfect spheres waiting for worthy partners.

"The First Nest," Nora whispered, her voice carrying harmonics of Vorthak's ancient tone.

Callen stared at the eggs. Thirteen. The same number from Finch's texts, from the temple references. Real, preserved, waiting.

The image shifted again. Words appeared, written in multiple languages simultaneously: "When the last star falls, the Silence breaks."

The words hung in the air, burning themselves into Callen's memory.

"The Silence," Nora said, still touching the sphere. "It's... I don't understand it." Her brow furrowed, struggling with concepts beyond her years. "Something about walls and waiting and..."

"Walls against what?" Callen asked urgently.

But Nora shook her head, frustration clear on her young face. "It's too big. The knowledge is there but I can't... it's like looking at the sun. Too bright to see clearly."

She jerked her hand back, the images vanishing. "There's more, but it's too heavy. My head feels full."

Amara immediately began checking her, hands moving through familiar healer's assessments, but Callen's attention stayed on where the images had been. Two dormant dragons left. When they died, something called the Silence would break.

Something bad enough that dragons had chosen eternal sleep rather than let it free.

"We need to speak with Kyraleth," Callen said. "If any living dragon knows about the Silence, it would be him."

"Later," Amara said firmly. "Nora needs rest first."

She was right. Callen knew she was right. But the urgency burned in him, a fire that wouldn't let him rest.
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The evening meal revealed how deeply the settlement had fractured in their absence. The great hall felt empty—not just from those who'd left, but from those who chose to eat separately.

Callen stood in the doorway, taking inventory of the damage. The Havershams' table had been removed entirely, leaving an obvious gap. Gone then, not just absent. They'd taken their table with them, erasing themselves from the community.

Other merchant families huddled together, openly discussing departure "before winter truly hit." Winter. As if weather was what they feared.

The Pyrin delegation sat apart, some warriors arguing in hushed tones. Callen caught fragments—debates about taking the gifted children back to their hidden valleys where they'd be "safe from whatever comes."

Safe. Another word for abandonment, dressed in concern.

Garrett the merchant seemed everywhere at once, helping distribute food, checking on families, offering assistance with unusual enthusiasm. Too helpful, Callen thought, watching him. People under stress rarely became more generous without reason.

He filed that observation away for later.

The Academy students sat subdued at their table. Nora sat between Vera and Kess, trying to act normal, but every time her eyes caught the light, conversations stopped. Each silence another small rejection. Callen watched his daughter pretending not to notice.

"They're scared of me," she said quietly when he checked on her.

"They're scared of change," he corrected, though he knew she was right. She always was these days—seeing too clearly for a child.

Later, as the meal ended and people dispersed quickly—no one lingering for evening conversations anymore—Elder Shendra approached.

"The Kingdom officials have been asking about dragon bloodlines," she said quietly. "Specifically about children who might carry the old blood."

Callen's hands tightened into fists at his sides. "What did you tell them?"

"Nothing. But they're not really asking. They're confirming what they already suspect." She glanced at Nora, who was helping clear tables with determined normalcy. Even from across the room, the gold in her eyes caught the lamplight. "That child is a beacon now. Every drift-sensitive within miles can feel what she's become. The Kingdom will know soon enough what happened in the north. And when they do..."

"They'll want her," Callen finished. "Either as a weapon or a threat to eliminate."

The words tasted like ash in his mouth.

"Both, most likely. The Lord Regent doesn't tolerate powers he can't control." Shendra's weathered face showed deep concern. She'd seen kingdoms rise and fall, Callen reminded himself. She knew what power did to those who sought it.

"We'll protect her," he said finally.

"From the Kingdom? From Baron? From whatever the Silence is?" Shendra shook her head. Her voice carried not accusation but exhaustion—the weariness of someone who'd seen this pattern before. "You're one man with a dragon. They have armies."

She left him standing there, the weight of leadership crushing. Through the windows, he could see lights in the forge district—Thesk working late again. Tomorrow, he would have to confront the man, try to undo whatever damage had been done.

Or maybe just add one more crack to an already fracturing community.

The world had changed while they were gone. Or perhaps it had always been changing, and they were only now seeing how fast the transformation accelerated.

Through the drift, Callen sensed the settlement's fear like a living thing—not panic but the slow, grinding anxiety of people who knew storm was coming but not from which direction. Tomorrow would bring new challenges, new revelations, new dangers.

His daughter had survived her transformation, but at what cost to everyone else? The question would haunt him through the night and beyond.


Chapter Nineteen


THE CONFUSED BETRAYER



Dawn came to the settlement wrapped in mist, the kind that clung to the ground and muffled sound. Callen moved through it like a ghost from his past, each step measured, each sense alert. The drift pulsed at the edges of his awareness—not the overwhelming surge of dragon consciousness he'd grown accustomed to, but something subtler. Wrong patterns in familiar places.

The forge stood dark against the pale sky, but smoke already rose from its chimney. Too early, even for Thesk's industrious habits. Callen paused at the entrance, his hand finding the familiar worn spot on the doorframe where generations of smiths had steadied themselves before entering. The heat that should be radiating from within felt wrong—too controlled, lacking the aggressive warmth of proper forge work. He extended his awareness through the metal tools and fixtures within, feeling each piece like old friends—the hammers arranged by weight on their rack, the tongs nested in order of size, the quenching barrel that always listed slightly left. There—Thesk's familiar signature, but accompanied by something that made Callen's instincts sharpen.

He entered silently, a skill his body remembered even if his mind tried to forget.

Thesk stood hunched over his workbench, not hammering or shaping, but carefully lining a wooden box with thin sheets of lead. Beside him lay similar containers, each one bearing the telltale signs of materials meant to contain dangerous energies—crushed stone from the northern peaks, silver wire woven in specific patterns. Callen recognized the design. He'd seen it before, in Baron's laboratories.

"Working early today," Callen said.

The box clattered from Thesk's hands, lead sheets scattering across the floor. The blacksmith spun, his face cycling through surprise, fear, and finally, a terrible resignation.

"Callen. I... I didn't hear you come in."

"Old habits." Callen stepped closer, noting how Thesk's hands trembled as he tried to gather the fallen materials. "Interesting project. Not many in the settlement would need containers designed to hold corrupted fragments safely."

Thesk's shoulders sagged. He set down the lead sheets with exaggerated care, then turned to face Callen fully. The man looked as if he'd aged years in the weeks since Baron's visit—deep lines etched around his eyes, his jaw clenched against words that wanted to spill out.

"How long have you known?" Thesk asked.

"I suspected something when you started asking questions about patrol schedules. Confirmed it just now." Callen kept his voice neutral, though anger coiled beneath the calm. "These containers are designed for transporting corrupted fragments. Baron's fragments."

A strangled sound escaped Thesk's throat. He gripped the edge of his workbench until his knuckles went white. "They have my brother's family in Dasosh. His wife, three children. Said they'd send them to the Evolution Institute if I didn't help."

The forge's heat suddenly felt oppressive. Callen studied the man who'd helped build half the settlement's defenses, who'd forged training weapons for the Academy students. "What have you told them?"

"Everything they asked for." The words came in a rush now, as if Thesk had been desperate to confess. "Guard rotations, supply levels, which students showed the most promise, when you'd be away from the settlement." He fumbled in his leather apron, pulling out a bundle of letters. "But look—read them. They said they were trying to prevent bloodshed."

Callen took the letters, scanning their contents with growing unease. The writing was clever—never explicitly asking for military intelligence, always framing requests as concern for the settlement's wellbeing. How many students struggle with control? We want to ensure proper medical supplies. What routes do your patrols take? We need to avoid accidental encounters. Each question seemed reasonable in isolation. Together, they painted a complete picture of the settlement's vulnerabilities.

"They said Baron wants peaceful integration," Thesk continued, his voice desperate. "That if Lord Regent Vanish knew the Academy's true strength, he'd negotiate instead of attack. I thought... I thought I was helping."

The worst part was the sincerity in Thesk's eyes. He genuinely believed he'd been preventing violence, not enabling it.

"Who's your contact?" Callen asked.

"I leave messages at the old mill. Never seen who collects them." Thesk's face crumpled. "Someone convinced me the Academy deliberately rejects older students to maintain exclusivity. That you could train my son Bren but choose not to. They said I was exposing corruption so real training could begin. Gods, Callen, what have I done?"

Before Callen could respond, the morning bell rang—three clear notes that meant visitors approaching. Not the rapid clanging of alarm, but the measured toll of expected guests. The Kingdom envoys, ready for their formal inspection.

"We're not finished," Callen said, pocketing the letters. "But right now, you're going to act normal. If Baron's people suspect you've been discovered, your brother's family won't be the only ones in danger."

Thesk nodded numbly, already reaching for his hammer with hands that barely shook. A blacksmith preparing for an ordinary day, not a man whose world had just shattered.

Callen watched him a moment longer. The man would work himself to exhaustion today, hammering out his guilt on innocent metal. It was what smiths did—when words failed, when thoughts became too heavy, they turned to the forge. Callen knew because he'd done the same, those early days in Emberdale when the weight of his past threatened to crush him. The rhythm of hammer on anvil could drown out almost anything, at least for a while.

The morning bell's echo faded as Callen made his way to the square. He needed to be visible, needed to show the Kingdom envoys that yesterday's dramatic return hadn't weakened their resolve. Whatever game Lord Theron was playing, the settlement couldn't afford to show vulnerability.
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Lord Theron stood in the settlement square like he owned it, his bearing so perfectly noble that even his mud-splattered boots seemed intentional. His guards flanked him in precise formation, their armor bearing the Lord Regent's seal—a dragon wrapped around a crown, rendered in silver and blue.

"Master Nasinth," Theron said, inclining his head precisely as far as protocol demanded and no further. "I trust you've considered our request for a formal inspection of your... Academy."

The pause before 'Academy' carried weight—not quite mockery, but certainly skepticism. Beside him, his aide unrolled a scroll dense with official seals and ribbons.

"By the authority vested in me by His Lordship, Regent Vanish, Keeper of the Eastern Marches, Protector of⁠—"

"Your Lord Regent has no authority here, as we established yesterday," Callen interrupted, earning a sharp look from the aide. "But we have nothing to hide. You may observe the Academy's training."

Lysara stood near the council hall, her hand resting casually on her sword hilt. The Pyrin delegation had gathered as well—Elder Thavrick looked particularly fragile in the morning light, as if the journey north had taken more from him than he'd recovered. Captain Revik's warriors maintained defensive positions that were just subtle enough to claim coincidence.

"Excellent." Lord Theron's smile revealed nothing. "I'm particularly interested in meeting the child who survived dragon bonding. The reports have been... remarkable."

Callen's jaw tightened. "Nora is recovering from her ordeal. I'd prefer she not be subjected to scrutiny so soon."

"And yet there she is," Lord Theron said mildly, gesturing toward the Academy grounds.

Callen followed his gaze and felt his stomach drop. Nora stood among the students, apparently having slipped away from Amara's watchful eye. She was demonstrating something to the younger children, white fire dancing in her palms. Of course she'd come—she never could resist helping with training, especially when the younger students struggled.

"It seems the choice has been made for us," Callen said, keeping his voice neutral despite his concern. "But you observe only. No interference."

"Of course. Lead the way."

The Academy's morning exercises were already underway when they arrived. Kess and Mykal worked through paired combat drills, their movements synchronized after weeks of practice. Vera guided younger students through drift-sensing exercises, her voice steady despite the audience of Kingdom officials.

But it was Nora who drew every eye.

She stood in the center of a circle of students, her small form dwarfed by some of the older teenagers. Yet there was something in her posture—a quality that made her seem larger than her physical presence suggested. When she raised her hand, white fire bloomed in her palm, but it wasn't the chaotic surge they'd grown accustomed to. This was controlled, shaped, almost crystalline in its perfection.

"Feel the resonance," she said, her child's voice carrying harmonics that made Lord Theron's aide step backward. "Don't fight it. The drift wants to flow through spaces—between heartbeats, between thoughts, between what is and what could be."

Seera, the young Pyrin girl who heard dragon-song, tilted her head. "I can feel it. Like music, but... older?"

"That's Vorthak's memory," Nora said, and for a moment her eyes held depths that belonged to something ancient. "He remembers when dragons taught humans the first songs of power."

The white fire in her palm shifted, forming shapes—a dragon in flight, a mountain peak, symbols that hurt to look at directly. Then she gasped, the fire guttering out as she swayed on her feet.

"Nora!" Amara rushed forward, catching her daughter before she could fall.

But something was wrong. As Callen watched, Nora's face changed—not dramatically, but subtly. The roundness of childhood thinning, her eyes gaining lines that hadn't been there moments before. She looked older, perhaps twelve or thirteen instead of nine.

Then, like a wave receding, the change reversed. She was a child again, blinking in confusion at the crowd around her.

"I'm okay, Mama," she said, though her voice shook. "It just... slipped."

Amara's expression as she held her daughter was pure terror masquerading as calm. Callen saw the same fear reflected in Elder Thavrick's ancient eyes. Whatever Nora had become at the Sanctuary of First Breath, the transformation wasn't stable.

Lord Theron watched it all with the intensity of a hawk spotting movement in tall grass. "Fascinating. The child channels power that should destroy her, yet she remains mostly intact."

"She's not a curiosity for study," Callen said, his voice carrying enough edge that Lysara shifted her stance slightly.

"No, of course not." Theron produced a sealed letter from his coat with a flourish that suggested he'd been waiting for this moment. "Which brings me to the true purpose of our visit. His Lordship, Regent Vanish, requests your presence in the capital."

The seal on the letter was elaborate—wax impressed with the royal mark, ribbons of state, even what appeared to be a drop of blood worked into the seal itself. Finch, who'd been observing from the edge of the crowd, moved closer, his eyes sharp behind his spectacles.

"May I?" Finch asked, and after Callen nodded, subjected the letter to several discrete tests—a drop of liquid from a vial, exposure to heat from a conjured flame, even pressing it briefly against his forehead while muttering under his breath.

"It's genuine," Finch announced, surprise evident in his voice. "Not just the seal—the parchment itself bears the watermark of the royal scribes, and this..." He held the letter up to the light, revealing faint patterns woven into the paper. "This is dragon-scale dust mixed into the pulp. Only three papermakers in the Kingdom know that technique, and all work exclusively for the Lord Regent. This came from Vanish himself."

Callen broke the seal and read:

To Callen, called Nightshade, Master of the Dragon Singer Academy,

Word of your institution has reached the capital with great interest. The integration of dangerous gifts into productive society represents a challenge the Kingdom has long struggled to address. Your apparent success demands examination.

I invite you and a small delegation to attend court, that we might discuss the possibility of establishing similar academies throughout the realm. The Kingdom's children with gifts deserve better than fear and persecution. Perhaps your model offers a path forward.

The bearer of this letter has authority to guarantee safe passage for you and up to five companions. This offer stands for seven days from receipt.

In the interest of the Kingdom's future, Vanish, Lord Regent of the Eastern Kingdoms

"It's a trap," Morvane said immediately. The elder had approached during the reading, his weathered face set in deep suspicion.

"Obviously," Lysara agreed. "The Lord Regent doesn't suddenly develop concern for gifted children after years of hunting them."

But Lord Theron shook his head. "You misunderstand His Lordship. The recent excesses of certain nobles have troubled him greatly. Baron Selwyn's Evolution Institute particularly concerns him—volunteers or not, transforming humans into hybrids violates natural law."

That gave everyone pause. If Vanish and Baron weren't perfectly aligned...

"If Callen goes, he goes alone," Elder Thavrick said, his ancient voice cutting through the speculation. "I will not risk any of our people on what could be a Kingdom trap. The settlement needs its defenders here."

The Kingdom delegation waited in the square with studied patience while the settlement's leadership huddled in rapid discussion. The morning sun had burned through the mist, leaving everything sharp-edged and clear. Theron stood perfectly still, but Callen caught the slight tension in his shoulders—the man was listening, trying to gauge their response.

Amara touched Callen's arm, drawing him slightly apart from the others. "The invitation seems genuine, but that doesn't mean it's safe. Vanish may want peace, but how many others at court would prefer war?"

"I know," Callen said quietly. "But if there's even a chance of legitimacy for the Academy, of protection for these children through official recognition..."

Lysara joined them, her voice low. "You're thinking of going."

"I'll go," Callen announced, his decision crystallizing. "A small group—Lysara for the Ashen Oath, two Pyrin representatives, and..." He paused, then made a choice that surprised everyone. "Kira."

Stark's daughter looked up sharply from where she'd been training Vera. "Me?"

"You know the capital. You know how these people think. And you've proven where your loyalties lie."

"If this is a trap, you're walking into it with minimal support," Amara said, her hand finding his arm.

"I have to consider it," Callen said. "If it's a trap, better I walk into it alone than risk the settlement. But if it's genuine—if Vanish truly wants to understand what we're doing here—then refusing could mark us as rebels. Either way, the Academy needs legitimacy. Official recognition from the Lord Regent would mean these children could train without fear of persecution."

"Unless you never make it to the capital," Amara said, her healer's mind already cataloguing dangers. "Or unless you arrive to find yourself blamed for something you didn't do."

Garrett the merchant had been hovering at the edge of their group, and now stepped forward. "From a purely practical standpoint, the Academy's future depends on some form of official acceptance. We're hemorrhaging trade partnerships. The families leaving this morning won't be the last unless something changes."
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The day progressed with a strange tension, like the air before lightning strikes. While Lord Theron's delegation waited with professional patience, the settlement buzzed with preparation and debate.

Kira found Callen at the forge, where he'd gone to think—and to have another conversation with Thesk.

"There's something you should know," she said without preamble. "About the dead drop Thesk mentioned."

She'd been busy while others debated. The old mill stood at the settlement's edge, its waterwheel still and broken for years. But someone had been using it recently—fresh footprints in the dust, a carefully concealed hollow in one of the support beams.

"I found this," she said, producing a rolled message. "It's what Thesk was supposed to leave today. Detailed Academy defense plans, student weaknesses, optimal attack approaches."

Callen unrolled it, anger building as he read. The information was devastatingly complete—which students struggled with control, which instructors had old injuries, where the Academy stored its practice weapons.

"But here's the interesting part," Kira continued. "I waited to see who would collect it."

"Who?"

"Garrett."

The merchant. Callen's mind raced, reconsidering every interaction, every seemingly innocent trade negotiation.

"But," Kira added, "I followed him. He didn't leave the settlement. He went to his warehouse and hid the message in a shipment marked for the Western Trading Consortium. I think... I think he believes he's passing trade intelligence to merchant competitors, not military intelligence to Baron."

The brilliance of it made Callen's chest tight. Not a single spy who knew they were betraying the settlement. A chain of confused, manipulated people, each thinking they were helping.

"How many more?" he asked.

"No way to know. But Baron's always preferred manipulation to force. It's cleaner." Kira's scarred neck caught the light as she turned. "My father taught him well. Violence leaves evidence, bodies create martyrs. But confusion? Misdirection? Those leave no trace except doubt."

She paused at the doorway, looking back. "There's something else. When I was following Garrett, I noticed he met with someone else before hiding the information. Brief exchange near the tannery. Couldn't see who, but they moved like they had training. Military, maybe, or..."

"Or Black Veil," Callen finished.

"That's what I thought too. We're not just dealing with confused townspeople. Someone professional is managing this network."

After she left, Callen stood alone in the storage room, processing the implications. How many layers did Baron's plan have? How many contingencies? The man had learned from his previous failures, adapted his tactics. This wasn't the direct assault of six months ago—this was something far more insidious.

[image: ]


That evening, Elder Thavrick called a gathering of all Pyrin in the settlement. The summons came as the sun touched the western peaks, carried by young runners to every Pyrin dwelling. By the time Callen arrived at the eastern field, nearly forty had assembled—warriors, elders, families who'd fled the persecution in their homeland. They formed a circle according to traditions older than the Kingdom itself, each person's position determined by age, skill, and bloodline in ways outsiders could never fully understand.

The sunset painted everything in shades of copper and gold, appropriate for what was to come. The very air seemed to thicken with ceremony as Thavrick took his position at the circle's heart, his ancient frame somehow commanding despite its fragility.

"The child bears the dragon's gift," Thavrick announced, his voice carrying despite its frailty. "She is Flame-Touched, marked by forces older than kingdoms. By ancient law, she must be protected at all costs."

Captain Revik stood, his scarred face hard. "She's an abomination. No human should carry a dragon's consciousness. It violates the natural order."

"The natural order?" Pavel laughed bitterly. "The natural order that sees our people hunted and burned? Perhaps it's time for a new order."

"You speak blasphemy," an elder woman named Ashara interjected, her voice sharp with generations of tradition. "The boundaries between human and dragon exist for a reason. When they blur, catastrophe follows. The histories are clear on this."

"The histories were written by those who survived," Pavel shot back. "Not by those who were burned for trying something different."

Young Senna, barely sixteen, stepped forward tentatively. "But she saved Vorthak. The dragon chose to save her in return. Doesn't that mean something?"

"It means she should have died," Revik said flatly. "Some boundaries shouldn't be crossed, no matter the cost."

The Pyrin fragmented before Callen's eyes—some kneeling in recognition of Nora's sacred status, others backing away in fear or disgust, still others simply looking lost, uncertain how to reconcile their traditions with this unprecedented situation.

"She saved a dragon's life," Elder Thavrick said. "And it saved hers in return. This is not corruption—it's synthesis. The first true Bridge in five hundred years."

"Bridge to what?" Revik demanded. "More war? More death? The dragons disappeared for good reason."

"The dragons disappeared because we failed them," Thavrick countered, his ancient voice carrying the weight of forgotten history. "Because we forgot how to speak to each other, how to trust. The child has restored what was lost."

"She's perverted it," another warrior spat. "Dragon consciousness doesn't belong in human flesh. She'll go mad, or worse, become something that threatens us all."

A mother clutching her own gifted child spoke up, voice trembling: "But if she can control it—if she can teach others—maybe our children won't have to hide anymore. Maybe they won't have to choose between power and humanity."

"That's exactly the kind of thinking that created Baron's hybrids," Revik warned. "The promise of controlled power, of evolution. Look where that leads."

The argument continued as darkness fell, voices raised in anger and fear and desperate hope. Some cited ancient texts, others personal experience. A few simply wept—for what was lost, for what might be, for children who would never have normal lives regardless of which path they chose. Callen watched from the edge, noting how the division wasn't clean—warriors who'd fought together now stood on opposite sides, families split by interpretation of ancient laws.
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A rider arrived as the settlement prepared for evening meal—a single figure bearing Baron's colors but carrying a white flag of parley. The guards almost shot him anyway, but Lysara's sharp command held them back.

The rider dismounted in the square, producing a small chest from his saddlebags. "A gift from Baron Selwyn," he announced. "Medicine for the winter illness. For the children, who suffer for their parents' choices."

He opened the chest, revealing dozens of glass vials filled with clear liquid. The medicine was real—Amara confirmed it with a few quick tests. Expensive, effective, enough to see the settlement through winter illness that would inevitably come.

"The Baron remembers his responsibilities to all the Kingdom's subjects," the rider continued. "Even those who've forgotten their loyalty."

It was a masterful trap. Refuse the medicine and let children suffer—Baron would ensure everyone knew the Academy's pride cost lives. Accept it and owe him a debt, acknowledge his authority, admit the settlement needed his charity.

"Tell Baron Selwyn we appreciate his concern," Callen said carefully. "We'll consider his gift."

The rider smiled, knowing the non-answer for what it was. "The Baron also wanted me to relay his congratulations on your invitation to the capital. He looks forward to seeing you at court."

Of course Baron knew. Probably knew before the invitation arrived.

After the rider left, the council met in emergency session. The medicine chest sat on the table like an accusation.

"We can't accept it," Morvane said. "It's blood money."

"We can't refuse it," Garrett countered. "Think of the families who'll need it come winter."

"Why not test it first?" Vera suggested from where the Academy students had gathered to watch. "Make sure it's really medicine, not something else."

"It's real," Amara said. "That's what makes it worse. He's not trying to poison us—he's trying to own us."

The debate raged while Nora sat quietly in the corner, the sphere of starlight Vorthak had given her pulsing gently in her hands. Lord Theron watched everything with sharp eyes, occasionally making notes in a small leather journal. His interest seemed particularly keen whenever someone mentioned the Lord Regent.

And through it all, Callen didn’t know if he was falling into a trap, or if he was somehow bait for something else.


Chapter Twenty


THE ROAD TO THE CAPITAL



Callen stood at the main gate, his travel pack already secured, watching the delegation make final preparations. The morning felt wrong—too many faces at windows, too many people awake before first light. The entire settlement had turned out to witness their departure, though whether in support or morbid curiosity, he couldn't tell.

Nora clung to him with desperate strength, her small arms wrapped around his waist. The sphere of starlight hung at her side in a specially crafted pouch, its glow muted but present.

"Remember," she whispered, her voice carrying those strange harmonics that had become part of her since the transformation. "You can't change what happens. The threads are already woven."

Callen stroked her hair, feeling the unusual warmth that radiated from her—not quite fever, not quite normal. "I'll be careful."

She pulled back slightly, studying his face with those gold-flecked eyes that saw too much. Then she pressed something into his hand—a scale, iridescent and warm, about the size of his palm.

"From Vorthak," she said quietly. "I've been keeping it safe. When the fire comes—and it will come, Papa—hold this. It will protect you from dragon flame, but only once."

He tucked the scale into his inner pocket, feeling its warmth against his chest. "How do you know there will be fire?"

"I don't know. I just... feel it. Like an echo that hasn't happened yet." She hugged him again, fiercer this time. "Come back. Even if everything burns, come back."

Amara stood nearby, her farewell stiff with barely contained anger. She'd argued against his going until the early hours, presenting every logical reason why walking into an obvious trap was foolish. Now, with the moment upon them, she couldn't even meet his eyes.

"Amara," he began, but she cut him off with a raised hand.

"Don't. Just... don't die for politics. Don't die for symbols. If you die, make it matter." She turned and walked away, leaving him with the weight of her fear and fury.

The traveling party assembled with military precision, though the group was smaller than Callen would have preferred. Lysara sat atop her horse with the easy grace of someone born to the saddle, her sword prominently displayed—not a threat, but a reminder that they weren't helpless. Kira had chosen to walk, claiming she preferred the flexibility it offered, though Callen suspected she wanted the ability to disappear into crowds if needed.

Elder Jharim represented the Pyrin, Thavrick being too weakened from the northern journey to make another long trip. The elder sat his horse like a man twenty years younger, his copper-toned travel cloak unable to hide the weapons beneath. Captain Revik rode beside him, having insisted on coming despite—or perhaps because of—his concerns about Nora's transformation. His presence made the Kingdom envoys nervous, which Callen considered a bonus.

Lord Theron and his two assistants—who had yet to speak a word in anyone's presence—completed the party. They rode matched gray horses with Kingdom military precision, their purple and silver uniforms immaculate despite days of travel already behind them.

"An auspicious morning for travel," Theron commented as they prepared to depart. His tone was neutral, but his eyes swept the watching crowd with interest. "Your people seem concerned."

"They have reason to be," Callen replied, mounting his own horse—a sturdy mountain breed that could handle the journey ahead. "The last time someone from the settlement went to the capital on official business, they never returned."

"Ah yes, the unfortunate incident with your previous leader. Before my time, I'm afraid, but I've read the reports. Regrettable misunderstandings on both sides."

Misunderstandings. Callen bit back his response. The man who'd raised him, who'd taught him to be more than a weapon, had been executed for the crime of protecting gifted children. But arguing history wouldn't help them now.

They rode out as the sun crested the eastern peaks, painting the settlement in gold and shadow. Callen didn't look back—an old superstition from his Black Veil days. Never look back at what you're leaving; it weakens your resolve for what's ahead.

Stay alert, Kyraleth's voice resonated through their bond. The dragon had taken position on the highest cliff, watching their departure. I'll follow through the bond. If you need me, I can be there in half a day's flight.

The Kingdom wouldn't appreciate a dragon arriving at the capital uninvited, Callen replied.

Since when do I care what the Kingdom appreciates? But beneath the defiance, Callen felt the dragon's genuine concern. Baron's scent was all over those envoys. Be careful.

The first day's travel proved uneventful, following the main trade road south. They passed merchant caravans heading north, farmers bringing goods to market, ordinary people living ordinary lives. Several recognized the Kingdom colors and gave the party wide berth. Others, particularly those with the subtle signs of Pyrin heritage, watched Captain Revik with expressions of hope mixed with fear.

As evening approached, they reached a Kingdom waystation—a fortified compound that served as rest stop and garrison. The structure rose from the crossroads like a small fortress, its timber walls reinforced with iron bands, guard towers at each corner manned by archers. The smell of horses, leather, and cooking fires drifted through the gates, mixed with the metallic tang that always clung to places where soldiers gathered. Callen had expected the usual traffic—perhaps twenty or thirty guards, a handful of merchants seeking safe shelter for the night.

He hadn't expected the waystation to be full of soldiers.

The courtyard teemed with military personnel, their bedrolls and equipment spilling out of the barracks into hastily erected tents. The stable was so packed that horses were picketed in long lines outside the walls. Cookfires dotted the area like stars, each surrounded by clusters of soldiers in various states of uniform—some in Kingdom purple and silver, others bearing the colors of provincial militias.

"Rotation from the southern provinces," Theron explained, though his own surprise was evident. "Though this is rather more than a standard rotation."

Nearly two hundred soldiers filled the waystation and spilled into a temporary camp outside its walls. Their armor bore various insignias—units from across the Kingdom converging on the capital. Callen's instincts sharpened. This wasn't rotation; this was mobilization.

After settling into their quarters—a cramped but clean room in the waystation's guest wing—Kira disappeared with the casual air of someone seeking the privy. Callen knew better. She had ways of gathering information that even he didn't fully understand.

She returned an hour later, slipping into the room where Callen and Lysara waited. Her expression was grim.

"Baron's been in the capital for three days already," she said without preamble. "He's there as an official advisor on 'magical threats.' Has a suite in the palace itself."

Lysara cursed quietly. "If he's that embedded..."

"It gets worse," Kira continued. "Multiple Evolution Institute graduates are now in the palace guard. They've been integrated into regular units—harder to spot, harder to counter. The soldiers outside are talking about 'changes in the capital,' new recruitment drives specifically targeting those with dormant abilities."

"He's legitimizing his program," Callen said, the pieces clicking together. "Making it part of the Kingdom's official structure."

"And we're walking right into his stronghold," Lysara added.

That night, Callen found himself unable to sleep. He stood watch at the window, observing the soldier encampment, when Captain Revik joined him. The scarred Pyrin warrior moved with surprising quiet for such a large man.

"Can't sleep either?" Revik asked, though it wasn't really a question.

"Too many variables. Too many things we don't know."

Revik was quiet for a long moment, then spoke with unusual softness. "I need to tell you something. About why I insisted on coming."

Callen waited, having learned that Revik would speak in his own time.

"My daughter didn't just die from uncontrolled fire, as I told your council. She was taken to an early Evolution Institute—one of Baron's first experiments with Pyrin children."

The words hung in the air like smoke. Callen turned to study the captain's scarred face, seeing new meaning in those old wounds.

"Baron promised she would become powerful. She would be accepted, valued, given purpose beyond hiding her heritage." Revik's hand clenched on the windowsill. "She became ash. Not even bones left to bury. Just ash and a letter of condolence explaining that 'not all subjects prove compatible with enhancement.'"

"I'm sorry," Callen said, knowing how inadequate the words were.

"I've been tracking Institute activities ever since. Small intelligence, gathered carefully. Vanish doesn't know his palace is already compromised. Doesn't know that several of his 'advisors' are Baron's creatures, modified to pass as normal but loyal to their creator."

"Why tell me this now?"

"Because you need to understand what we're walking into. This isn't just political maneuvering. Baron has been planning this for months, maybe years. Whatever happens in the capital, he's already three moves ahead."

The second day brought them through more populated areas. The road widened as they descended from the foothills into the river valley that fed the capital's prosperity. Villages gave way to proper towns, timber and thatch replaced by stone and slate. Market squares bustled with commerce, and Callen noticed how the architecture grew more elaborate—carved lintels above doorways, painted shop signs swinging in the breeze, even glass windows in some of the finer establishments.

Word of their passage spread ahead of them like ripples in water. By the time they reached each town, crowds had already gathered—children perched on walls for better views, merchants abandoning their stalls, workers pausing mid-task. They came to see the Dragon Singer who defied Baron. The man who bonded with a dragon and lived. The Academy that promised to teach control to the gifted.

Callen had become a symbol without meaning to, and symbols, he'd learned, were dangerous things.

At a crossroads market town, where three major trade routes converged in a chaos of wagons, livestock, and hawking vendors, a woman pushed through the crowd, a young boy clutched in her arms. Her clothes marked her as a craftsperson—good wool, but worn at the elbows, hands stained with dye that suggested a weaver's trade. The boy couldn't have been more than six, his face flushed with fever or fear. The child's hands flickered with uncontrolled flame—weak, intermittent, but unmistakable. Orange sparks danced between his fingers like dying fireflies, and where his palms pressed against his mother's shawl, small scorch marks appeared.

"Please," she begged, falling to her knees in front of Callen's horse. "Take him. Train him. Before they come for him."

The crowd fell silent, watching. Lord Theron observed with particular interest. This was a test, Callen realized. How he handled this would be reported, analyzed, used for or against him.

"We can't take the child with us," Callen said gently, dismounting to help the woman stand. "But the Academy remains open." He caught Jharim's eye, and the Pyrin elder understood.

While Callen spoke platitudes about proper procedures and safety requirements, Jharim moved closer to the woman, speaking quietly in Old Pyrin. Directions to the settlement. Names of people who could help. The promise of sanctuary whispered beneath official words.

"Thank you," the woman said, clutching her child. "Thank you for existing, if nothing else."

As they rode on, Lysara moved her horse closer to Callen's. "We're becoming too visible. Every town, every crossroads—word is spreading. This is what Baron wanted. He's making us famous, making us targets."

"Or making us martyrs," Kira added from behind. "Dead symbols are often more useful than living ones."

That evening, they made camp in a clearing off the main road, Theron having agreed that avoiding populated areas might be wise. As they settled in for the night, the lord approached Callen privately.

"Lord Vanish knows about your daughter's transformation," he said without preamble. "He has questions."

Callen kept his expression neutral. "What kind of questions?"

"The kind that determine whether she's viewed as an asset or a threat." Theron sat on a fallen log, his usual aristocratic bearing relaxing slightly. "I should tell you—the census was a pretense. Vanish wanted to gauge the Academy's strength, yes, but more importantly, he wanted to understand what you're building."

"And what does he think we're building?"

"An alternative to Baron's Evolution Institute. Competition for control over the Kingdom's gifted." Theron picked up a stick, drawing patterns in the dirt. "The Lord Regent fears Baron's growing power but can't move against him openly. Too many supporters in court see Baron as the future—controlled enhancement, directed evolution, humans made greater through dragon elements."

"Baron doesn't enhance. He corrupts."

"The distinction matters less than the results. His graduates are stronger, faster, more capable. They're also completely loyal to him, but that's seen as a benefit by many." Theron looked up from his drawings. "Vanish wants an alliance against Baron. Unofficially, of course."

"And if we refuse?"

"Then you're obstacles to be removed. Either by Baron's hand or the Kingdom's." The lord stood, brushing dirt from his clothes. "I'm not threatening you, Master Nasinth. I'm explaining political reality. You've started something that can't be stopped. The only question is who controls its direction."

Later that night, as the others slept, Kira woke Callen with a gentle touch on his shoulder. She gestured for silence, then led him away from the camp. Once they were far enough to speak without being overheard, she turned to him with urgency.

"I've been watching our escort," she said. "Some of the guards have the subtle signs of enhancement—scale patterns under armor, eyes that reflect light at certain angles. We're not being escorted. We're being herded."

"Can we run?"

"Too late for that. Any deviation from our path now would be seen as admission of guilt—or worse, preparation for attack." She glanced back toward the camp. "Whatever Baron has planned, we're already in the web. The only choice is whether we struggle and alert him, or play along and look for opportunities."

Through his bond, Callen felt Kyraleth stirring, the dragon's consciousness touching his despite the distance. What does the scout report?

We're being herded toward the capital with enhanced guards. Baron has people in the palace itself.

Then it's definitely a trap, Kyraleth's mental voice carried grim satisfaction at being right. I can be there by tomorrow night if you need me.

Not yet. Your arrival would escalate things beyond recovery. But stay ready.

Always, the dragon replied, and Callen felt him shift position on his cliff, likely turning to face south toward the capital.

The third day brought them within sight of Aldermere, the Kingdom's capital. The city sprawled across a valley like a living thing, smoke from countless chimneys creating a haze that blurred the edges of buildings. The great palace rose from the city's heart like a mountain of carved stone, its towers reaching toward the sky in an impressive display of human ambition and engineering skill.

But what drew Callen's attention wasn't the palace. It was the new construction on the city's eastern edge—a compound of black stone and iron that could only be the Evolution Institute. Even from a distance, he could feel wrongness radiating from it through the drift, like a discord in reality's song.

Black flags bearing Baron's modified dragon crest flew alongside Kingdom banners throughout the city. The message was clear: Baron's influence was no longer hidden. It was celebrated.

"Welcome to Aldermere," Lord Theron said, and for the first time, Callen heard genuine regret in his voice. "May you survive what comes next."

They approached the palace through streets that grew progressively wider and more elaborate. Citizens stopped to stare—some with curiosity, others with fear, a few with barely concealed hostility. Callen noticed the unusual number of guards, the way they watched the crowds with hands near weapons. The city felt like a pot about to boil over.

The palace gates loomed before them, massive constructions of iron and stone that had stood for centuries. But as they passed through, Callen noticed something that made his blood chill—burn marks on the walls, recent but painted over. Scorch patterns that could only have come from dragon fire, though no dragon had attacked the capital in living memory.

They dismounted in the courtyard, servants appearing to take their horses. The palace staff moved with the practiced efficiency of those who'd served for generations, but Callen's drift sense detected fear beneath their professional calm. Something had happened here, something that had left its mark in more than just burned stone.

And then Baron Selwyn emerged from the palace's main entrance, playing the gracious host.

He looked exactly as he had weeks ago—silver hair perfectly styled, clothes immaculate, bearing regal. But something had changed. The suppressed drift signature Callen had noticed before was gone, replaced by something that blazed with power. Baron no longer felt the need to hide what he'd become.

"Callen," Baron said, his smile carrying all the warmth of winter moonlight. "How wonderful. Lord Vanish is eager to meet you. I do hope your journey was pleasant—the roads can be treacherous this time of year."

He approached with the confidence of someone who knew every piece on the board and exactly how the game would end. Behind him, Callen noticed guards with the telltale signs of enhancement—scales barely visible at collar lines, pupils that contracted too slowly in changing light.

"Baron," Callen replied, keeping his voice neutral. "I didn't expect to see you here."

"Where else would I be? The capital is where the Kingdom's future is decided. And that future includes people like us—those who understand that power isn't something to be feared but embraced." He gestured toward the palace entrance. "But we shouldn't keep Lord Vanish waiting. He's quite interested in discussing your Academy's... innovations. Revolutionary work, truly. Teaching control to the gifted rather than suppressing them—it's almost as progressive as my Evolution Institute."

The comparison was deliberate, designed to link them in observers' minds. Whatever happened next, Baron was already positioning the narrative.

"I do hope," Baron continued as they walked, "that your visit proves productive. The capital can be overwhelming for those unaccustomed to court politics. So many competing interests, so many hidden agendas. One can never be certain who to trust." His smile widened slightly. "Tragic when misunderstandings lead to unfortunate incidents."

The threat was delivered with such casual elegance that anyone listening might have mistaken it for concern. But Callen heard it for what it was—a promise that whatever happened next, Baron would ensure Callen was blamed for it.

As they were led inside, Callen's hand found the scale Nora had given him, feeling its warmth through the fabric. When the fire comes, she'd said. Looking at the painted-over burn marks, at Baron's confident smile, at the enhanced guards who watched their every move, Callen understood.

The fire was already here. The only question was when it would consume them all.

Behind them, the palace gates closed with a sound like the sealing of a tomb. There would be no easy escape from whatever Baron had orchestrated. As they walked deeper into the palace's marble halls, Callen remembered Nora's final warning: You can't change what happens.

Perhaps not. But he could try to survive it.


Chapter Twenty-One


THE DRAGON'S FIRE



The palace corridors felt like a throat swallowing them whole. Each turn took them deeper into marble and gold opulence, past portraits of kings and queens whose painted eyes seemed to track their movement. Callen noticed the newest addition immediately—a portrait that couldn't have been more than a year old, depicting an elderly man in noble dress with Baron's distinctive silver hair and sharp features. Baron's grandfather, positioned prominently among the royal lineage, a clear statement of legitimacy.

"The Selwyn family has served the crown for generations," Baron said conversationally, noticing Callen's attention. "My grandfather was Lord Vanish's predecessor's most trusted advisor. Blood and service, intertwined through history."

The implication wasn't subtle. Baron belonged here. They were the outsiders.

Servants scurried past with lowered heads and frightened expressions, their fear so palpable that Callen could taste it through the drift. Several bore the subtle marks of recent discipline—a bruised cheek hastily covered with powder, a limp poorly disguised. The palace had become a place of terror wearing a mask of civility.

They paused before massive doors of carved oak bound with silver—except these weren't the originals. The wood was too fresh, the silver too bright. New construction trying to look old.

"The throne room," Lord Theron announced formally. "His Lordship awaits."

"What happened to the original doors?" Lysara asked, her tone carefully neutral.

"Training accident," Baron replied smoothly. "One of my Institute graduates got... enthusiastic during a demonstration. Dragon fire can be so unpredictable in novice hands."

The guards who opened the doors bore the telltale signs of enhancement—scale patterns barely visible at their collars, movements just a fraction too fluid. Callen counted at least six in the throne room itself, positioned strategically. Not guards so much as Baron's private force wearing Kingdom colors.

The throne room stretched before them, a cavern of marble and crystal designed to humble petitioners. Light streamed through stained glass windows depicting the Kingdom's victories—several new panels showed dragons being subdued, their addition obvious by the slightly different artistic style. The throne itself rose on a dais of seven steps, each one representing a conquered territory.

And on that throne sat Lord Regent Vanish.

He was younger than Callen had expected—mid-thirties at most, with the soft look of a scholar forced into a warrior's role. Brown hair fell to his shoulders in the current court fashion, and his purple robes of state seemed to weigh on him like armor. But his eyes were sharp, intelligent, taking in everything with an intensity that suggested a mind constantly at work.

"Master Nasinth," Vanish said, his voice carrying easily across the vast space. "Or do you prefer Callen? Baron has told me so much about you. The Black Veil's most accomplished assassin—Nightshade, they called you. Responsible for the Thornwick elimination, Dornak Incursion, countless other operations in service to the Kingdom."

"That was another life," Callen said evenly.

"Was it? Baron tells me you never truly left—merely redirected your skills. Commander Stark's death, for instance. A blade in the dark, just as you were trained." Vanish leaned forward. "Though I understand there were... complications. Experiments with dragon essence, transformations that violated natural law."

"Stark violated more than natural law," Lysara interjected, her voice sharp. "He tortured children, experimented on innocents⁠—"

"To protect the Kingdom from the Pyrin threat," Baron interrupted smoothly. "The attack on Embarak that killed forty Kingdom soldiers? The sabotage of supply lines that left entire towns starving? The Pyrin were hardly innocent victims."

"Those were military targets," Captain Revik said, his scarred face hard. "Your response was to burn entire villages."

Vanish raised his hand for silence. "The Pyrin insurgency was real—I have the reports, the casualty lists. But tell me, Callen, when you discovered the true nature of those attacks, what did you find?"

Something in the Lord Regent's tone made Callen's instincts sharpen. "What do you mean?"

"The attack patterns. The timing. The specific targets chosen." Vanish stood, descending the throne steps. "I've studied them extensively. They were perfectly calibrated to justify maximum retaliation while causing minimum actual damage to Kingdom military capacity. Almost as if⁠—"

"They were orchestrated," Callen finished, the pieces clicking together. The Pyrin attacks that had justified Stark's experiments, Baron's research, the entire systematic persecution—they'd been planned. "You knew."

"I suspected. But suspicion and proof are different things." Vanish's expression was grim. "By the time I gained enough influence to investigate, the machinery was already in motion. The Evolution Institute had been established, the experiments legitimized, the Pyrin scattered."

Baron's face remained perfectly composed, but Callen caught the slight tension in his shoulders. This wasn't a conversation he'd expected.

"And then," Vanish continued, "you did something unprecedented. You bonded with a dragon—not through force or surgical modification, but through genuine partnership. You've created something remarkable. An Academy that teaches control rather than suppression. Education, not conscription, yes?"

"We teach children to survive their gifts," Callen replied carefully.

"Survive." Vanish savored the word. "An interesting choice. Not master, not harness, but survive. It suggests you see these abilities as afflictions rather than advantages."

"I see them as realities that must be faced."

"Hmm." Vanish's fingers drummed on the throne's armrest—nervous energy rather than impatience. "Baron tells me your methods are... unorthodox. Mixing different gift types, treating all abilities as variations of the same fundamental force. He finds it primitive."

"Yet effective," Lysara interjected. "Our students learn control."

"While my Institute graduates achieve mastery," Baron added smoothly. "Perhaps a demonstration would illustrate the difference."

Vanish waved his hand dismissively. "Later. First, I want to understand your philosophy, Callen." He stood, surprising everyone, and descended the dais steps to stand on their level. Up close, he was shorter than expected, and there were dark circles under his eyes. "I've read the old texts, you know. The real ones, not the sanitized histories. Dragon Singers weren't always monsters. Once, they were bridges between worlds."

The word choice made Callen's chest tighten, thinking of Nora.

"You've studied the old lore?" Callen asked carefully.

"Obsessively." Vanish's eyes lit with academic passion. "Did you know that in the original Covenant of Bonds, dragons and humans were equals? Neither servant nor master, but partners in purpose. The corruption came later, when Dragon Singers forgot that distinction."

"Pretty words," Baron said, his tone suggesting long familiarity with this discussion. "But the reality is that dragons are weapons. Powerful ones, but weapons nonetheless."

"Are they?" Vanish turned to study Baron with an expression that might have been disappointment. "Or have we made them so through our treatment of them? Your Institute, Baron, for all its successes, treats power as something to be taken. What if it's meant to be shared?"

The tension between the two men was palpable. Not the open hostility of enemies, but something more complex—two visions of the future pulling in opposite directions.

"My Lord Regent," Baron's voice carried a warning, "we've discussed the dangers of romantic idealization⁠—"

"Yes, yes." Vanish waved him off, turning back to Callen. "Tell me, does your Academy accept adults? Or only children?"

"Children adapt more easily to the training," Callen replied. "Adults often have too many ingrained habits to break."

"But not impossible?"

"Not impossible, but difficult."

"Excellent." Vanish smiled—a genuine expression that made him look even younger. "Then we have much to discuss. But first, the formal proposal." He returned to his throne, resuming the mantle of authority. "I offer the Dragon Singer Academy official recognition under Kingdom law. Funding sufficient for expansion. Protection from persecution. Your students would be registered practitioners with legal standing."

"In exchange for?" Callen kept his voice level despite the magnitude of the offer.

"Standardized curriculum approved by the crown. Kingdom inspectors to ensure compliance with safety protocols. And most importantly, shared research. What you learn, we learn. What we discover, you benefit from."

"You mean what Baron discovers," Lysara said pointedly.

"The Evolution Institute is one resource among many," Vanish replied, though his tone suggested otherwise. "Magic is returning whether we will it or not. The old bloodlines are awakening. Dragons stir in hidden places. We can either guide this transformation or be consumed by it."

"The Evolution Institute already serves this purpose," Baron interjected smoothly. "We have over two hundred successful graduates. The Academy has, what, sixty children?"

"Your Institute creates weapons," Vanish's response was sharp, surprising everyone with its vehemence. "Humans augmented with dragon parts, loyalty ensured through surgical modification. The Academy creates citizens—people who can live with their gifts, not be enslaved by them."

"Citizens who owe no loyalty to the crown," Baron countered. "Who follow a man who was once the Kingdom's most wanted assassin."

"A man who chose a different path," Vanish said firmly. "Redemption should be encouraged, not punished. Even for someone like Callen, who once served Stark." He turned to Lysara, who was barely containing her anger. "You disagree, Commander?"

"I disagree with whitewashing history," Lysara said coldly. "Stark served the Black Veil for years. How many Pyrin died because of intelligence he gathered? How many resistance cells were destroyed because of his work?"

"How many children were saved when he chose to change?" Elder Jharim interjected quietly. "The past cannot be undone, but the future can be shaped differently."

"Pretty words," Lysara shot back. "Tell that to the families in Ashenvale. Tell that to the survivors of the Greenvale massacre."

"The Greenvale uprising," Baron corrected. "Where Pyrin insurgents killed thirty Kingdom soldiers⁠—"

"After you burned their temple!" Captain Revik's voice carried decades of rage. "After your forces executed their elders for the crime of teaching children to control their fire!"

"Because those children were being trained as weapons," Baron replied calmly. "The intelligence was clear—the Pyrin were building an army of fire-wielders to attack Kingdom settlements."

"Intelligence you provided," Callen said suddenly, the full picture becoming clear. "The reports that justified the temple burning, the execution of elders—you wrote them, didn't you? You and Stark."

Baron's smile was thin. "I provided accurate assessment of potential threats. That some chose to interpret that intelligence aggressively is hardly⁠—"

"You manufactured a war," Callen interrupted. "Created the threat you needed to justify your experiments. The Pyrin attacks—you didn't just anticipate them, you provoked them. Pushed desperate people until they had no choice but to fight back, then used their resistance as proof they were dangerous."

"That's a serious accusation," Vanish said slowly, but his expression suggested he'd reached similar conclusions.

"It's the truth," Callen said. "Every Pyrin action justified a stronger Kingdom response. Every Kingdom atrocity produced exactly the retaliation needed to escalate further. It wasn't a conflict; it was a cultivation. You were farming justifications for your research."

The throne room fell silent. Even the enhanced guards seemed to hold their breath.

"Fascinating theory," Baron said finally. "Completely unprovable, of course. The records show what they show—Pyrin aggression met with Kingdom justice."

"The records show what you wanted them to show," Vanish said quietly, and there was something dangerous in his tone. "I've been reviewing those records, Baron. Amazing how many of the original documents have been lost or destroyed. Only your summaries remain." The philosophical debate might have continued, but Vanish raised his hand for silence. "Leave us. All of you except Callen and Baron. What comes next requires privacy."

The throne room emptied reluctantly. Lysara caught Callen's eye, her expression promising she'd be ready for whatever came. Kira melted into the shadows near the door—not quite leaving, Callen suspected. Revik and Jharim departed with formal bows, but Callen saw Revik's hand brush the concealed blade at his belt.

When the great doors closed, Vanish seemed to shrink, the formal authority falling away to reveal exhaustion.

"Tell me about your daughter," he said quietly. "Baron says she's undergone something unprecedented."

Callen's jaw tightened. He'd known this was coming, but that didn't make it easier. "She survived a partial bonding with a dormant dragon."

"Survived." Vanish leaned forward intently. "Most would say impossible. A child's body cannot contain dragon consciousness."

"She became something else. A Bridge, the Pyrin elders call it. Neither fully one thing nor the other, but something new entirely."

Baron was taking notes in a small leather journal, his pen scratching steadily. "The child is unstable," he said without looking up. "The transformation is incomplete. She represents a danger to herself and others."

"She's learning control," Callen said firmly.

"Control." Vanish stood, pacing now with nervous energy. "A child who carries dragon consciousness. The implications are staggering. If such transformation can be survived, if the process can be understood and replicated safely..."

"It can't be replicated," Callen said quickly. "The circumstances were unique. The dragon was dying, my daughter was dying, and they saved each other through desperation, not design."

"Everything can be replicated with sufficient understanding," Baron disagreed. "It's merely a matter of identifying the crucial variables."

"This is what I mean," Vanish said, gesturing between them. "Two approaches to the same phenomenon. Baron would dissect and reconstruct. You would protect and nurture. Perhaps both are needed."

A knock at the door interrupted them—sharp, urgent. A guard entered, bowing low.

"My Lord Regent, forgive the intrusion, but there's been an incident in the lower quarters. Captain Morris requests your immediate attention."

Vanish sighed. "The burden of rule. We'll continue this shortly. Baron, show Callen the observation gallery. I want him to see what we're dealing with regarding uncontrolled manifestations."

As Vanish departed, Baron's demeanor shifted subtly—less deferential, more predatory.

"He's brilliant, you know," Baron said conversationally. "But naive. He truly believes knowledge should be free, power should be shared, that understanding alone can prevent catastrophe."

"And you don't?"

"I believe power respects only power. My granddaughter proves this. She survived because she had latent strength—Dragon Singer blood mixed with Pyrin fire. Without that combination, she would be ash."

They walked to a side chamber with windows overlooking a training courtyard. Below, Evolution Institute graduates practiced combat forms, their enhanced bodies moving with inhuman grace.

"Behold the future," Baron said. "Not children struggling for control, but adults who've chosen transformation. Each one loyal, capable, and eager to serve."

"Serve who?" Callen asked. "The Kingdom, or you?"

Baron's smile was answer enough.

The doors opened again, and Lord Vanish returned, but something had changed. His formal robes had been replaced with practical clothing more suited to a scholar than a king, and his expression carried an urgency that hadn't been there before.

"My apologies for the interruption," he said, though his tone suggested he wasn't sorry at all. "The incident has been handled. Now, where were we? Ah yes, demonstrations."

He moved with nervous energy, and Callen noticed his guards—the enhanced ones—had repositioned themselves. They were no longer watching the exits. They were watching Vanish.

"I want to see it," Vanish announced. "Your partial transformation. Baron has shown me his volunteers—humans who've gained dragon traits through surgery and alchemy. Show me what a true Dragon Singer can do."

Callen hesitated. Revealing his abilities here, surrounded by potential enemies, went against every instinct. But refusing would be worse—it would confirm Baron's implications that he was hiding something dangerous.

Slowly, deliberately, he let the transformation begin. Scales rippled along his arms, dark and opalescent. His hands shifted, fingers elongating slightly, nails becoming claws. He kept it controlled, partial, nothing like the full transformation he was capable of.

Vanish approached with the wonder of a child seeing magic for the first time. "Magnificent. No scars, no signs of surgical intervention. This is natural evolution, not forced change."

He reached out to touch the scales, his finger nearly making contact.

The window exploded inward.

The figure that burst through moved with impossible speed, scaled and burning with white-hot fire that Callen recognized with horrible certainty—dragon fire, but not natural dragon fire. This was Nora's white flame, somehow replicated and weaponized.

Callen reacted on instinct, pulling Vorthak's scale from his pocket. The moment his hand closed around it, he felt its power activate—a barrier of ancient protection that caused the flames to part around him like water around stone.

Vanish wasn't so protected.

The white fire engulfed the Lord Regent completely. His screams were brief—dragon fire at that intensity didn't leave much time for suffering. In seconds, where a man had stood, only ash remained, scattered across the throne room's marble floor.


Chapter Twenty-Two


ASSASSIN’S AFTERMATH



The assassin vanished as quickly as it had appeared, leaving through the shattered window in a display of enhanced agility. But Callen had seen enough—the scale patterns, the way it moved. One of Baron's enhanced guards, modified to breathe dragon fire.

Guards rushed in to find Callen standing over the ashes, scales still visible on his arms, the throne room filled with the scent of dragon fire.

Baron's performance was flawless—shock giving way to horror, then to gradual, terrible realization. His voice, when he spoke, carried perfectly pitched disbelief and growing certainty.

"Callen... what have you done?"

The enhanced guards were already moving, surrounding not just Callen but positioning to block any escape routes his companions might use. This had been planned, orchestrated, timed to perfection.

"It wasn't me," Callen said, though he knew how it looked. "The assassin⁠—"

"Breathed dragon fire," Baron finished. "White dragon fire, like your daughter manifests. And you stand here, transformed, over our Lord Regent's ashes." He turned to the guards, his voice carrying new authority. "Secure them. All of them. The Dragon Singer and his accomplices have assassinated Lord Vanish."

Through the chaos, Callen heard it—the subtle shift in how Baron spoke. No longer deferential, no longer second to anyone. He was already becoming Lord Regent in all but name.

Lysara acted first. The smoke bomb appeared in her hand as if conjured—she'd had it ready, Callen realized, from the moment they'd entered the throne room. The clay sphere shattered against the marble floor, and thick, black smoke erupted upward, filling the vast space in seconds. It wasn't ordinary smoke—it clung and spread, heavy with alchemical additives that made eyes water and throats close.

"Kitchen corridor!" her voice cut through the chaos. "Southwest corner, behind the third tapestry!"

Callen moved toward her voice, but enhanced guards were already closing in, their modified senses apparently less affected by the smoke. One lunged at him from the murk, scaled hands reaching for his throat. Callen twisted aside, his own partial transformation giving him the edge in speed, and drove his elbow into the guard's temple. The man dropped, but two more were already approaching.

Captain Revik's roar echoed through the throne room, followed immediately by a wall of Pyrin fire that erupted between them and the main guard contingent. The flames were natural orange, not the white of dragon fire, but they burned hot enough to make even enhanced soldiers retreat. The captain stood with his arms spread, pouring years of controlled rage into the conflagration.

"That won't hold them long!" he shouted. "Move!"

They ran, Lysara leading the way through smoke and confusion. Behind them, Callen could hear Baron's voice, calm and commanding: "Secure the exits. They won't get far."

The kitchen corridor was exactly where Lysara had said—she'd memorized the palace layout, Callen realized, probably from the moment they'd arrived. They burst through, scattering servants who screamed and fled. The kitchens were vast, designed to feed hundreds, with multiple hearths and preparation areas.

"This way!" Kira appeared from behind a massive bread oven, her scaled hands fully revealed now, no longer hiding what her father had made her. "There's an old servant passage—I saw it earlier when they brought us through."

She led them to what looked like solid stone wall beside a root cellar entrance. But her transformed hands found purchase where normal fingers couldn't, and she pulled. A section of wall swung inward—a hidden door, probably forgotten for generations.

"How did you—" Lysara began.

"My father trained me to see what others miss," Kira said bitterly. "One useful thing from a monster."

They plunged into darkness, the passage narrow and thick with centuries of dust. Behind them, shouts echoed through the kitchens—the guards had followed their trail. Elder Jharim conjured a small flame for light, just enough to see the rough stone walls and low ceiling that forced them to duck.

"This likely leads to the old cisterns," Kira explained as they ran. "From there, storm drains to the river."

"You mapped all this?" Callen asked.

"I map everything," she replied. "Another gift from dear father—paranoia as a survival tool."

They fled through corridors that smelled of centuries of cooking fires and spilled wine. Behind them, alarms rang throughout the palace—bells that hadn't been used in living memory now proclaiming regicide.

They burst from the palace through a drainage grate that opened into a lesser-used market square. The transition from darkness to light was blinding, but worse was the cacophony that greeted them. The streets were already filling with people—not the confused crowds of a normal day, but citizens responding to the palace bells that hadn't rung in living memory.

"The Dragon Singer killed the Lord Regent!" The cry came from somewhere above—a town crier on a balcony, already spreading the word with remarkable efficiency. "He burned him with dragon fire! The assassin Nightshade has struck again!"

The crowd's reaction was immediate and divided. A washerwoman dropped her basket and fell to her knees, sobbing—whether in grief or relief, Callen couldn't tell. A group of young men with the look of discharged soldiers began pushing through the crowd toward them, murder in their eyes.

"This way!" An elderly Pyrin woman appeared from a shop doorway, gesturing urgently. "Quickly, before they organize!"

They followed her through her herb shop and out the back into an alley that reeked of rotting vegetables. She pointed down the narrow passage. "Three streets over, blue door with a mark of the ember. Tell them Satha sent you."

"Why help us?" Lysara asked, suspicious even in desperation.

"Because anyone who kills Kingdom dogs is a friend to the Pyrin," the woman spat. "Go! They're coming!"

They ran through streets that were rapidly descending into chaos. At one intersection, a mob had formed, some calling for justice for the murdered Lord Regent, others celebrating his death. Two groups clashed violently, fists and improvised weapons turning the street into a battleground.

"There! The Dragon Singer!" A voice cut through the riot. A group of city guards—regular ones, not enhanced—were pushing through the crowd toward them.

But as they raised crossbows, other citizens intervened. A burly blacksmith "accidentally" knocked over a cart full of iron ingots, blocking the guards' path. A flower seller threw a pot that shattered at the guards' feet, spreading oil that sent them sliding.

"Not everyone loved Vanish," Revik observed as they ducked into another alley.

They reached the blue door—marked with a barely visible ember symbol—and knocked the pattern the woman had whispered to them. It opened immediately, hands pulling them inside before slamming shut.

But even as they ran, even as citizens helped or hindered, Callen noticed something wrong. Baron's enhanced forces, so quick to surround them in the throne room, were notably absent from the pursuit. A few regular guards, yes, some Kingdom soldiers, certainly—but where were the modified warriors who should have been able to track them easily?

"They're letting us go," he said as they paused to catch their breath in what appeared to be a cooper's workshop.

"What?" Lysara was checking the door, ensuring it was barred.

"Baron's forces. They're not really trying to catch us. This is all for show—make it look like a pursuit, but ensure we escape."

"Why would he—" Elder Jharim began, then his face paled. "The settlement. If we flee there⁠—"

"He has justification to destroy it completely," Callen finished. "Harboring regicides. The entire Academy, everyone there, becomes complicit in the assassination. He wants us to run," Callen said as they paused in an alley to catch their breath. "He wants us to go back to the settlement."

"So he can justify destroying it," Lysara finished grimly. "Harboring regicides would give him cause to level the entire settlement."

They found temporary refuge in a safe house Revik knew about—accessed through the cooper's workshop, down a hidden stair that descended into a basement far older than the building above. The air was thick with the scent of grain and yeast from the bakery that operated as cover, mixed with the musty smell of stone that hadn't seen sunlight in decades.

The space was larger than expected—clearly, multiple basements had been connected over the years, creating a network of rooms linked by rough-cut doorways. Sleeping pallets lined one wall, supplies stacked against another. A small shrine to the Pyrin flame gods occupied one corner, the offering bowl still warm with recent prayers.

"Resistance safehouse," Revik explained, lighting oil lamps with controlled bursts of flame. "We've maintained these throughout the capital for decades, moving refugees through them."

They collapsed onto rough wooden benches, the adrenaline finally fading enough for exhaustion to hit. Callen's hands shook slightly—not from fear, but from the aftereffects of partial transformation. The scales were gone now, but his skin still felt too tight, as if it remembered being something else.

"Water," Lysara said, finding a barrel in the corner and using a ladle to drink deeply before passing it around. "We need to think clearly."

As they caught their breath, the terrible understanding of what had happened settled over them like a shroud. The silence was broken only by the distant sound of chaos above—shouts, running feet, the occasional clash of metal that suggested the riots were spreading.

"Baron will be Lord Regent by morning," Lysara stated the obvious. "Probably already is. Who else has the strength to maintain order after such a catastrophe?"

"The assassin," Kira said suddenly. "I recognized the enhancement patterns. It was one of the palace guards I saw earlier, but modified to breathe dragon fire."

Callen felt his stomach drop as he processed what Kira was saying. "He used Nora's white fire as a template. He's been studying her, learning how she manifests that specific type of flame."

"Since he visited the settlement," Lysara added. "He saw her, analyzed her abilities, and replicated them in his enhanced soldiers."

Elder Jharim, who'd been silent until now, spoke with the weight of terrible pronouncement: "We're now enemies of the Kingdom. All of us. The settlement, the Academy, the Pyrin who've aided us—everyone connected to us has become a target."

Through the basement's small window —a narrow slit at street level that let in air and thin bars of light—they could see smoke rising from multiple fires across the city. The riots were spreading, but more telling was what they could see of the palace in the distance. The highest tower, where the Lord Regent's standard should fly, was bare. Then, as they watched, new flags began to rise.

Black banners unfurled from the palace walls—the traditional sign of royal mourning, but these bore Baron's personal seal worked in silver thread. Not replacing the Kingdom's colors, not yet, but displayed alongside them. A subtle declaration that Baron was taking charge of the crisis, positioning himself as the steady hand needed in chaos.

"Look at the precision," Lysara said bitterly. "Those banners were ready. Pre-made, waiting. He probably had them crafted weeks ago."

Church bells began to ring—not the panicked clanging of emergency, but the measured toll of official mourning. One bell, then another, then dozens across the city taking up the sound. The chaos in the streets seemed to quiet slightly, people responding instinctively to the ancient ritual of grief.

"He's already controlling the narrative," Elder Jharim observed. "Order from chaos, stability from crisis. By tomorrow, he'll be the savior who prevented the Kingdom from falling into anarchy after the Dragon Singer's heinous crime."

"We need to warn the settlement," Callen said.

"How?" Lysara asked. "Every road will be watched. Every messenger bird intercepted. Baron's had time to prepare for this."

"Kyraleth," Callen said simply. Through their bond, he could feel the dragon's growing alarm. Kyraleth knew something had gone terribly wrong, could feel Callen's distress across the miles.

I'm coming, the dragon's mental voice resonated.

No. Not yet. We need to escape the city first. Meet us at the Northern Cross—you know the place.

Three hours, Kyraleth responded. Be ready to move fast.

As they prepared to leave the safe house, plans took shape with the efficiency of people accustomed to danger. Lysara sketched a rough map on the dusty floor, marking guard posts and patrol patterns she'd observed.

"The main gates will be sealed by now," she said. "But the river gates⁠—"

"Will be watched," Revik interrupted. "Baron knows we're still in the city. Every exit will have enhanced guards."

"Fire," Elder Jharim said simply. "A Pyrin uprising in the western district. My people there—they'll create chaos if I ask."

"That's suicide for them," Lysara protested.

"They're dead anyway once Baron consolidates power," Jharim replied grimly. "At least this way, their deaths serve a purpose."

They divided what supplies the safe house offered—water, dried meat, a few weapons that had been hidden in the walls. Callen found himself checking and rechecking his equipment, old Black Veil habits resurfacing. Baron's smile haunted him—that perfect moment of feigned shock transforming into authority. Everything had proceeded exactly as planned.

Vanish was dead, reduced to ash by dragon fire. Callen was blamed, his partial transformation witnessed by dozens. Baron would soon have the full authority of the Kingdom behind him.

The Academy, the settlement, everything they'd built—it would all be labeled a nest of regicides and destroyed with popular support.

"Unless we can find a way to expose the truth," Callen said aloud.

"Who would believe us?" Lysara asked bitterly. "The Dragon Singer who'd already transformed in the throne room, whose daughter breathes white fire, who had every reason to want the Lord Regent dead? Against Baron, the grieving advisor who tried to stop the assassination?"

She was right. Baron had won before the game even began. But as they made final preparations, checking weapons and memorizing the route Kira described, Callen remembered something else.

"The servants knew," he said suddenly. "Kira, you said you'd heard something earlier⁠—"

"Before we were separated," Kira confirmed. "Kitchen staff whispering about something happening tonight. They'd moved valuables to safety. They knew."

"If we could find one of them, get them to testify⁠—"

"They're probably dead already," Revik said bluntly. "Baron doesn't leave loose ends."

A knock at the door made them all freeze—a specific pattern, the resistance code. A young woman entered, flour still dusting her hands from the bakery above.

"The western fires have started," she reported. "Guard response is heavy. If you're going to move, it has to be now."

They climbed from the basement into chaos. The western sky glowed orange, smoke pillars rising like accusatory fingers. Screams and shouts echoed through the streets, the sound of violence spreading like plague.

"Stay close," Kira said, leading them through alleys she'd memorized from her father's old maps. "And whatever happens, don't stop moving."

But as they slipped from the safe house into the chaos of the city streets, Callen remembered something Vanish had said: Magic is returning whether we will it or not.

Perhaps Baron had won this battle. But the war—the real war between those who would control power and those who would share it—was just beginning.


Chapter Twenty-Three


THE LORD REGENT BARON



The city had not slept. Smoke still rose from a dozen fires across Aldermere, and the sky hung crimson through the haze. They'd made it to the eastern district's edge, where the city's grand architecture gave way to warehouses and working-class tenements. Here, the chaos of the night had taken different forms—not riots of political fury but desperate people barricading their homes, preparing for whatever came next.

The announcements had already begun.

Town criers stood on every corner, their voices carrying the news with practiced efficiency: "By decree of the Emergency Council, Lord Regent Vanish is dead, murdered most foully by the traitor Callen Nasinth, also known as the assassin Nightshade. The Dragon Singer used forbidden fire to burn our beloved ruler to ash."

Each crier continued with rehearsed precision: "The Baron Cornelius Selwyn, in this hour of crisis, has reluctantly accepted emergency powers to maintain order and protect the Kingdom from further magical threats."

"Reluctantly," Lysara spat from where they huddled in an alley. "He probably wrote that speech weeks ago."

The crier's voice continued, and Callen's blood ran cold at what came next:

"By Lord Regent Baron's first decree: The Dragon Singer Academy is hereby declared a terrorist organization. All students, instructors, and supporters are subject to immediate arrest."

"Second decree: All magical practitioners must register with the Evolution Institute within seven days or face criminal prosecution."

"Third decree: A reward of one thousand gold marks for information leading to the capture of Callen Nasinth. Five hundred for each of his accomplices."

"They'll tear the city apart looking for us," Elder Jharim said quietly. "Neighbors will turn on neighbors for that much gold."

But it was the fourth decree that made Callen's heart sink: "The settlement harboring the Dragon Singer Academy is under martial quarantine. No one may enter or leave until the terrorist threat is neutralized."

"He's going to destroy them," Kira said, understanding immediately. "But he'll make it look like containment of a dangerous threat."

The settlement is trapped, Kyraleth's voice resonated through their bond, the dragon's fury mixing with Callen's own. I can feel their fear from here. Baron's forces have them surrounded but they're waiting. Like a cat playing with prey.

Can you reach them? Callen asked.

Not without being seen. The Baron has watchers everywhere. But I'm coming for you.

They needed to move, to find the mining tunnels Kira had mentioned, but a voice stopped them cold.

"Callen."

Lord Theron stood at the alley's entrance, alone and unarmed. He looked exhausted, his usually perfect appearance disheveled, ash staining his purple and silver uniform. He raised his hands slowly, showing empty palms.

"I'm alone. And I'm not here to capture you."

"Why should we believe you?" Lysara's blade was already half-drawn.

"Because I know you didn't kill him." Theron stepped into the alley, careful to keep his movements non-threatening. "The fire pattern was wrong."

Callen studied the man, extending his drift sense. No deception, just exhaustion and something else—guilt?

"Explain," Callen said.

"I've been studying dragon fire ever since I saw your daughter's white flame at the settlement. True dragon fire burns from the inside out—it consumes the essence before the flesh. What killed Vanish burned from outside in, like normal fire pushed to impossible heat. A simulation, not the real thing."

"You could have said this to Baron," Captain Revik growled.

"I tried. He thanked me for my 'thorough investigation' and suggested I might be overwrought from the tragedy." Theron's laugh was bitter. "Then he had my assistants arrested for 'questioning.' They're probably dead by now."

"So you ran," Kira said.

"I walked. Quite calmly. Right out of the palace and through the city, looking for you." He reached into his coat slowly, producing a leather satchel. "I have a proposition. And a price."

From the satchel, he pulled a small bundle wrapped in silk. As he unwrapped it, Callen saw a lock of hair—dark brown, tied with a ribbon.

"My daughter," Theron said simply. "Elainak. She's thirteen. Yesterday, she woke with her hands sparking—uncontrolled fire that burned her bedsheets. This morning, the flames are stronger, harder to hide. She's beginning to manifest, and under the Baron's new laws..."

"She'll be taken to the Evolution Institute," Callen finished.

"Or killed as an unregistered practitioner." Theron's composure finally cracked. "She's all I have left. Her mother died when she was three. I've spent her whole life protecting her from court politics, and now..." He gestured helplessly.

"Where is she?" Callen asked.

"Hidden in a merchant's wagon outside the eastern gate. The merchant owes me a favor, but he won't wait past noon." Theron met Callen's eyes. "Take her with you. Train her. Keep her away from Baron's surgeons. In exchange, I'll get you out of the city."

"How?"

"I know which tunnels aren't collapsed. My grandfather was master of sewers before the family rose to nobility—he kept private maps." A ghost of a smile crossed his face. "Not all of us forget where we came from."

Getting to the tunnels proved more dangerous than expected. The streets between them and the eastern district were crawling with newly appointed guards—Evolution Institute graduates identifiable by their too-perfect movements and the subtle wrongness of their enhanced bodies. Twice they had to duck into buildings as patrols passed, pressing against walls while Kira used her enhanced hearing to track the guards' movements.

"Clear," she whispered, and they moved again, keeping to shadows and alleys.

The entrance Theron had marked was hidden behind a collapsed warehouse, the opening covered by rotting boards that looked undisturbed for decades. But when they pried them away, the tunnel beyond was clear—someone had maintained this route.

An hour later, they were moving through darkness that reeked of centuries of decay. The mining tunnels had been abandoned when the veins ran dry, then partially collapsed during an earthquake fifty years ago. But Theron's maps were accurate—passages marked as clear were navigable, if nauseating.

Kira led the way, her enhanced vision piercing the darkness. Behind her, Elder Jharim maintained a small flame for the others, just enough light to avoid the worst of the debris. The tunnel walls were rough granite, sweating moisture that made everything slick. Their footsteps echoed strangely, sometimes seeming to come from ahead, sometimes behind.

"There," Theron pointed to a side passage. "That leads to the old quarry. Your dragon said he'd meet you there?"

Through his bond, Callen could feel Kyraleth approaching, flying high to avoid detection. The dragon's rage at what had happened burned like a second sun in Callen's chest.

They emerged from the tunnels into daylight that seemed impossibly bright after the darkness. The quarry had been abandoned for decades, its white stone walls rising like bones from the earth. And there, hidden in morning shadows, was the merchant wagon Theron had described.

A girl peered out from beneath the canvas—dark hair like her father's, but with eyes that held a spark of something other. Her hands were wrapped in thick cloth, but Callen could see the edges of burn marks where fire had escaped her control. She was trying to hide them beneath sleeves that were too long, pulling them down nervously.

"Papa?" Her voice was small, frightened.

"Elainak." Theron went to her, helping her down from the wagon. "These people are going to take you somewhere safe."

"You're not coming?" The girl's composure crumbled. "You said we'd leave together⁠—"

"I can't. The Baron needs someone in the palace he thinks is loyal. Someone to document what he's really doing." Theron knelt before his daughter. "But you need to go. You need to learn what you're becoming."

"I don't want to become anything! I just want to go home!"

The raw pain in her voice echoed what every gifted child felt—the unfairness of power they never asked for, changes they couldn't control.

"Home doesn't exist anymore," Theron said gently. "The Baron has changed everything. But these people—they'll teach you to survive what's coming." He stood, facing Callen. "There's something else you need to know. The Baron's public address is in an hour. The entire city will be watching. He's going to make an example of someone—probably multiple someones—to cement his authority."

"Vanish loyalists?"

"Anyone who might question his version of events." Theron pulled his daughter into a final embrace, whispering something in her ear that made her sob harder. When he released her, his own eyes were wet, though he tried to hide it. "Keep her safe," he said to Callen, his voice breaking slightly. "She's all that matters now."

Theron straightened his uniform, transforming back into the perfect Kingdom official, and walked away without looking back. Each step seemed to cost him, but he didn't falter.

Elainak stood frozen, tears streaming down her face. It was Kira who approached her, pulling back her own sleeves to show the scales that covered her arms.

"It's frightening," Kira said simply. "The changes. Not knowing what you'll become. But you're not alone."

From their position near the city gates, they could see the central square where the Baron would address the citizens. A massive crowd had already gathered—some forced, others eager to see the new order. They were too far to hear clearly, but they could see the Baron emerge onto the palace balcony, his silver hair catching the light.

"We should keep moving," Lysara said, but Callen held up his hand.

"Wait. We need to know what he's saying."

They found a better vantage point—a abandoned building's upper floor that gave them a view of the square. From here, they could see the Baron's performance, even if they couldn't hear every word. His gestures were grand, theatrical, perfectly calculated. Behind him, images were being held up—painted banners showing Callen with scales, breathing fire, standing over ashes.

"He's showing them evidence," Elder Jharim said bitterly. "False evidence, but who will know the difference?"

The crowd's reaction was mixed—some nodding, others looking skeptical, many simply afraid. But when the Baron gestured to the Evolution Institute, when uniformed graduates marched into view, the message was clear: order through strength, control through transformation.

"He's rewriting everything," Elder Jharim observed. "Making dragons the enemy, not magic itself. Clever—it gives people someone specific to hate."

"We need to go," Kira said urgently. "Patrols are increasing."

They were loading into merchant wagons—Theron had arranged three, with hidden compartments beneath false floors. Uncomfortable but invisible to casual inspection. As they prepared to leave, Callen noticed something troubling.

Throughout the city, people were emerging wearing new symbols—small pins bearing the Baron's modified dragon crest. Not just nobles or guards, but merchants, craftsmen, even common laborers.

"He's had a network in place for months," Kira observed. "Maybe years. Supporters waiting for their moment."

The Evolution Institute graduates were already taking positions as city guards, replacing Vanish's loyalists with frightening efficiency. The old guard weren't fighting—they were simply disappearing, arrested in their homes or vanishing on patrol.

"This was planned down to the smallest detail," Callen said.

As their wagons rolled toward the city gates, they passed through the Pyrin quarter—or what was left of it. Buildings that had housed refugees for generations stood empty, doors marked with the Baron's seal. The streets here told a different story than the rest of the city—not chaos but systematic emptying. Windows had been boarded from outside, doors sealed with official writs. A child's toy lay abandoned in the gutter, and laundry still hung between buildings, as if the residents had been taken mid-morning, mid-life.

But in the shadows, Callen glimpsed movement. A face at a boarded window, quickly withdrawn. A door that wasn't quite sealed properly. Not all the Pyrin had fled or been arrested.

They stopped the wagons near an apparently abandoned tannery—the smell would keep casual investigators away. Revik knocked a specific pattern on a cellar door hidden beneath rotting hides. After a long moment, it opened.

Captain Revik had contacts here, people who'd hidden from persecution for years. The passage down was narrow, barely wide enough for one person at a time, and they had to duck beneath wooden beams that had warped with age and moisture. They met in a basement that hadn't seen daylight in decades, where the air tasted of fear and desperation.

"Half our young people have already joined," an elderly Pyrin woman said bitterly. "Baron promises them citizenship, acceptance, power—everything we've been denied for generations."

"It's a lie," Revik said.

"Is it?" A younger man challenged. "The Evolution Institute graduates walk freely, serve openly. When did the Kingdom ever offer us that?"

The resistance was fracturing before their eyes—some wanting to fight Baron's regime, others seeing opportunity in it.

"He's dividing us," the elderly woman said. "Turning us against each other so we're too weak to resist either way."

But there was worse news: "Baron's been recruiting heavily. Not just from the desperate but from those with actual power. He promises them control, mastery of their gifts."

"And delivers it," the young man added. "I've seen the graduates. They're stronger, faster, more capable than any natural gifted."

"They're also slaves," Kira said quietly, and her scarred throat gave her words weight. "Every enhancement comes with a cost—loyalty burned into their bones. They don't serve because they choose to. They serve because they can't imagine anything else."

She'd been changing throughout the conversation, Callen noticed. The stress of the past day had accelerated something—scales spreading up her arms, her pupils taking on the vertical cast of reptilian eyes. She was becoming what her father had intended, but she was fighting it with every breath.

"I can feel it calling," she admitted when Revik asked if she was alright. "The dragon parts want to take over, want me to stop resisting. But I won't become one of Baron's creatures."

Callen recognized the signs—the same forced transformation Baron's hybrids underwent, but Kira had something they didn't: choice and will. She could resist because she chose to, not because she had to.

They needed a distraction to get through the gates. Baron's forces would be checking everyone, looking for them specifically. It was Revik who volunteered the solution, and his words fell like stones into still water.

"I'll create your distraction," he said simply. "My daughter is dead, killed in Baron's early experiments. My people are divided, half seduced by his promises, half terrified of his power. Let my end mean something."

"Captain—" Jharim began.

"I'm not seeking death, Elder. I'm choosing the manner of my resistance." Revik's scarred face was calm. "I'll attack the Evolution Institute publicly. Claim responsibility for Vanish's death. Baron can't let that stand—he needs his narrative to hold. He'll have to respond with everything available."

"It's suicide," Lysara said bluntly.

"It's sacrifice," Revik corrected. "There's a difference."

They watched from the hidden compartments as Revik strode toward the Evolution Institute. He'd refused to hide his nature—his Pyrin heritage blazed proudly, copper skin gleaming in the morning sun. When he reached the Institute's gates, he raised his voice in challenge:

"I am Revik of the True Flame! I burned your false regent to ash! Now face me, Baron Selwyn, unless you're the coward I name you!"

His Pyrin fire erupted around him—not the controlled flame of training but pure rage and grief given form. It burned hotter than anyone had seen, white-orange at its core, melting stone where it touched. Several enhanced guards rushed him, only to be consumed instantly.

Baron himself emerged from the Institute, surrounded by his most powerful enhanced soldiers. He studied Revik with the detachment of a scholar examining a specimen.

"Captain Revik," Baron said, his voice carrying clearly. "Your grief has driven you to madness."

"My grief has driven me to truth!" Revik's flames grew higher. "You killed my daughter! You've corrupted my people! And now you wear a crown built on ashes!"

The battle was brutal but brief. Revik's first blast of fire caught two enhanced guards before they could react, the flames so hot they didn't even scream—just crumbled to ash that scattered in the wind. A third guard lunged at him, scale-covered arms reaching for his throat, but Revik spun, his flame becoming a whip that wrapped around the soldier and melted through his enhanced armor like it was wax.

"Form up!" someone shouted, and the remaining guards created a circle, trying to contain him. But Revik wasn't trying to escape. He pressed forward, his entire body wreathed in flame that grew brighter with each step. When one guard tried to flank him, Revik didn't even turn—the fire simply extended, engulfing the attacker.

But there were too many. For every guard that fell, two more appeared. They came at him with pikes, with crossbows, with drift-enhanced speed. Revik took a bolt to the shoulder, another to his thigh. His flames flickered but didn't die. He grabbed the shaft in his shoulder and pulled it free, the wood igniting instantly in his grip.

"Is that all?" he roared. "Is this the strength of your Evolution Institute?"

More guards pressed in. One managed to score a deep cut across Revik's ribs with a blade that somehow resisted his fire—likely treated with something the Baron had developed. Blood soaked through his shirt, sizzling when it hit his flames. His left leg buckled from the earlier bolt wound, forcing him to one knee.

The Baron didn't fight directly. He stood back, watching with the detachment of a researcher observing an experiment. He let his guards exhaust Revik, let wounds and fatigue accumulate. Each attack was probing, testing, gathering information about Pyrin fire and its limits.

Only when Revik fell to one knee, flames guttering to mere flickers around his hands, did the Baron approach.

"You could have served," Baron said, loud enough for the gathering crowd to hear. "Your daughter volunteered for enhancement. You choose destruction over evolution."

"I choose freedom over your chains," Revik gasped.

Baron's hand moved almost casually, and something silver flashed. Revik's flames died instantly, his body crumpling. But his sacrifice had worked—every guard in the city was converging on the Institute, leaving the gates barely watched.

Their wagons rolled through without inspection, the guards too focused on the chaos at the Institute to properly check departing merchants. They were a mile from the city when Kyraleth's mental voice reached Callen:

The settlement is surrounded. Baron's forces have it completely encircled. They're not attacking, but they're not letting anyone leave either.

The dragon was flying high above them, invisible against the noon sun. There's more. I can see smoke rising from the direction of home. But also... something else. A glow in the western sky where no light should be.

"What kind of glow?" Callen asked aloud, drawing confused looks from the others.

Like fire, but wrong. Like the white flame Nora manifests, but covering miles.

They were three days from the settlement at wagon speed. Three days while their people were trapped, while Baron consolidated his power, while something unnatural burned in the west.

"We have information," Lysara said, pulling documents from her coat. She'd grabbed them during their escape from the palace—Evolution Institute plans, guard deployments, lists of Baron's supporters. "Names, dates, locations. Everything we need to expose him."

"Expose him to who?" Elder Jharim asked bitterly. "He controls the Kingdom now. He writes the laws, commands the army, decides what truth is."

"Then we make our own truth," Callen said. "We protect our people. We train those who come to us. And we prepare for what's coming."

Because something was coming. Callen could feel it through his bond with Kyraleth, through the drift itself. The world was changing—Baron's rise to power was just one symptom of a larger transformation.

In the wagon with them, Elainak sat silent, her wrapped hands clenched in her lap, small wisps of smoke occasionally escaping between her fingers. Another child whose life had been destroyed by the changes sweeping their world. Another student for the Academy—if the Academy survived what was coming.

"What happens when we get home?" Elainak asked in a small voice.

Callen didn't have an answer. Home might not exist by the time they arrived. But he said what he'd learned to say to frightened children with dangerous gifts:

"We survive. We adapt. We protect each other. That's all anyone can do."

The wagons rolled on through a Kingdom transformed, toward a settlement under siege, while in the west, something burned with light that shouldn't exist. The Baron had won the capital, claimed the crown, rewritten the laws.

But the battle for the future was far from over. And in that strange glow in the western sky, in the white fire that shouldn't exist, Callen sensed that the real conflict—the one that would determine what magic meant in their world—was only beginning.


Chapter Twenty-Four


THE SIEGE OF SHADOWS



Three days of bone-jarring travel had taken its toll. They'd switched wagons twice—once at a riverside trading post where the merchant's eyes widened at seeing Kingdom soldiers approach. "Inspection," the lead soldier announced, his armor bearing the Baron's modified crest. Callen kept his head down, playing the role of tired laborer, while Lysara slipped the merchant an extra gold piece. The soldier glanced at their cargo—grain sacks concealing the hidden compartment—and moved on, but not before Callen noticed the scales barely visible at his collar. Enhanced. The Baron's reach extended everywhere.

They're searching for us specifically, Kyraleth's voice touched his mind from where the dragon flew high above, tracking their progress. I count twelve checkpoints between you and home.

The second switch came at a crossroads where Pyrin sympathizers operated a hidden waystation. As they transferred to new wagons, a group of Kingdom cavalry thundered past, so close that mud from their horses' hooves splattered against the wagon sides. One rider slowed, staring at their group, and Callen's hand found his concealed blade. But Kira, despite her worsening condition, pulled her hood lower and affected a convincing cough that suggested plague. The rider spurred his horse onward quickly.

Smart girl, Kyraleth observed. Though she's degrading fast. I can sense the wrongness in her even from here.

Now, as their third set of wagons crested the ridge overlooking the valley, Callen's heart sank at what lay below.

The siege wasn't what he'd expected. No catapults or siege towers, no ranks of soldiers preparing for assault. Instead, the Baron had created something far more insidious—a stranglehold of infrastructure and desperation that wrapped around the settlement like iron bands, slowly tightening.

"Three rings," Lysara observed, her trained eye picking out the pattern immediately. "But not for attack. For processing."

The outermost ring consisted of military camps, neat rows of tents and supply wagons creating a barrier no one could pass unseen. The second ring was worse—Evolution Institute field stations, temporary structures that nonetheless bore all the hallmarks of the Baron's systematic approach. Smoke rose from their chimneys, not wood smoke but the acrid chemical tang of transformation procedures.

But it was the third ring that turned Callen's stomach. Refugee camps, filled with families the Baron had "rescued" from other settlements. Hundreds of makeshift shelters housing desperate people, all waiting their turn to enter the Institute's stations. Children played between the tents while their parents stood in lines, hoping for the power that would save them from poverty, persecution, or simple irrelevance.

"He's using them as a buffer," Kira said, understanding immediately. "We can't attack without going through innocent families."

"And every day, more volunteers," Elder Jharim added with resignation. "Look at the processing stations. The lines never stop."

Through a brass spyglass he'd borrowed from the wagon driver, Callen could see the full scope of what the Baron had built. This wasn't a siege—it was infrastructure. Roads had been cut through the forest, wide enough for heavy wagons. Supply lines stretched back toward the capital, a constant flow of materials and personnel. Semi-permanent buildings were under construction, their foundations dug deep.

"He's not planning to leave," Callen said. "He's building a permanent installation."

The Evolution Institute's field laboratory was the most disturbing sight. Even from this distance, Callen could see the lines of people waiting to enter—not prisoners or captives, but volunteers. They walked in human and emerged... different. Some with scales, others with elongated limbs, a few with wings that couldn't quite achieve flight. Each one a testament to the Baron's promise of evolution and the desperate hope of those who believed him.

"The settlement?" Elainak asked quietly. She'd been silent for most of the journey, still processing her father's abandonment and her own emerging abilities.

Callen shifted the spyglass toward home. The walls stood intact, which was something. But the fields beyond them were barren—nothing had been planted for the next season. No smoke rose from the forge district. The settlement was alive but not living, surviving but not thriving.

On the walls, he could make out figures—Academy students maintaining watch in shifts. Even from here, he could see their exhaustion in the way they moved, the slump of shoulders that had been carrying too much for too long.

"Kira," Lysara said urgently. "You need to see yourself."

Kira had been getting progressively worse throughout the journey. Now, in the afternoon light, the extent of her transformation was undeniable. Scales covered most of her visible skin, dark and iridescent like her father's had been but somehow different—more organic, less forced.

"I can barely hold it back," she admitted, her voice rougher than it had been, as if her throat was changing too. "It's like my body remembers what my father wanted me to become and is finishing the job."

"But you're fighting it," Callen observed. "Stark's hybrids never fought. They embraced or were consumed. You're doing neither."

"I'm choosing," Kira corrected. "Every second, I choose to remain myself. But it's getting harder." She looked at her scaled hands with a mixture of fascination and revulsion. "I can feel him in the scales. Like he encoded something in the transformation itself—not just physical change but... purpose. Direction."

Elainak, who had been watching quietly, moved closer to Kira. The girl showed no fear of the scales or claws, just curiosity. "My mother had episodes before she died. Times when the fire would take over, when she'd become something else. Father never told me what stopped them, but I remember the song she'd hum afterward."

"A song?" Kira's vertical pupils focused on the girl.

"A lullaby. She said her mother taught it to her, and her grandmother before that. A song for 'when the blood burns too hot.'" Elainak hummed a few notes—simple, almost childish, but there was something underneath the melody that resonated strangely.

Kira's breathing eased slightly. The smoke stopped rising from her nostrils.

"How?" Kira asked.

"I don't know. Mother said it was older than the Kingdom, from when Pyrin and dragons were friends, not enemies. She said it reminded the fire that it lived in a human body, not the other way around."

They couldn't approach the settlement openly—Kyraleth had made that clear through their bond. The Baron has ballistas with dragon-killing bolts positioned at every approach, the dragon warned. If I fly you in, we'll be shot down before we reach the walls. He's prepared for aerial assault this time. But the Pyrin underground had maintained escape routes for generations, and one remained viable.

"The old coal mines," Jharim explained as they prepared to leave the wagons. "Shallow veins, exhausted two generations ago. The tunnels are partially flooded now, and there have been cave-ins, but it's the only way that's not watched."

"Why isn't it watched?" Lysara asked suspiciously.

"Because most who enter don't come out," Jharim admitted. "Bad air in some sections, underwater passages in others. And there are stories of things living in the deeper parts—creatures that fled underground when the world above became too dangerous."

"Stories," Lysara repeated flatly.

"Stories with teeth marks as evidence," Jharim replied. "But we don't have a choice."

The contact was an elderly woman who ran an herb shop in the foothills, her basement serving as a waystation for the underground. As they descended the hidden stairs, Callen handed her the leather satchel containing Lysara's stolen documents.

"Everything's here," Lysara explained, opening the satchel to show neatly organized papers. "Guard rotations from the palace, lists of nobles supporting the Baron, Evolution Institute recruitment records. Names, dates, locations of planned expansions."

The woman—she gave no name—examined the documents with practiced efficiency. "This could save lives. Or end them, depending on who reads it first." She looked at Callen directly. "If you don't come back, these reach the resistance cells in three cities. Your story won't die with you."

"We're coming back," Callen said.

"Everyone says that." The woman sealed the documents in an oilskin pouch. "Few do. The tunnels ahead—they're not just dangerous. They're wrong. Changed. Be careful what you trust down there."

The mine entrance was hidden behind a waterfall, the constant spray having worn the rocks smooth over decades. They had to wade through knee-deep water to reach it, the cold shocking after the warm afternoon. Inside, darkness swallowed them whole.

Jharim created a small flame, just enough to see by without consuming too much oxygen. The tunnel walls were rough-hewn, tool marks still visible where miners had followed the coal seam. Support beams, black with age and moisture, held up the ceiling at regular intervals. Some had failed, creating piles of rubble they had to climb over or squeeze through.

The air tasted of rust and decay, with an underlying wrongness that made breathing difficult. Each footstep echoed strangely, sometimes seeming to come from ahead, sometimes from behind. Water dripped constantly, the sound maddening in its irregularity.

"Look," Kira said, her enhanced vision picking out details others missed. "Fresh scratches on the walls. Someone's been through here recently."

Callen examined the marks. Tool marks from climbing equipment, and footprints in the thick dust that hadn't been disturbed in years—except for these fresh trails.

"The Baron's been sending spies through," Lysara concluded. "But—" She looked ahead where the footprints ended at a wall of collapsed stone. "Not recently."

The cave-in blocked the tunnel completely. Rocks from floor to ceiling, some larger than a person. But there was something deliberate about it—too neat, too thorough.

"This was caused intentionally," Callen said. "Someone sealed this passage. From our side."

"To keep spies out," Jharim suggested. "But it also traps us. Unless..."

Callen studied the cave-in, extending his drift sense through the rocks. The collapse was thorough but not natural—someone had brought the ceiling down intentionally.

"I can clear this," he said, already feeling the familiar tingle of transformation beginning. "Everyone step back."

Scales rippled across his arms as he let the change take him—controlled, deliberate, nothing like the wild transformations of their enemies. His hands shifted, becoming stronger, clawed but still recognizably his. This was the balance he'd learned through his bond with Kyraleth—taking what he needed from the dragon form without losing himself to it.

He began pulling rocks free, each one requiring significant effort despite his enhanced strength. The key was finding the right stones—remove the wrong one and the whole tunnel could collapse further.

"Let me help," Kira said, moving forward. Her own scales were spreading as she tried to match his transformation.

"Kira, no—" But it was too late.

She grabbed a boulder and pulled, her strength impressive but uncontrolled. The rock came free too quickly, and she stumbled backward. More concerning, her scales spread rapidly up her arms, across her shoulders. Her breathing became labored, punctuated by small gasps that sounded less human with each breath.

"I can't—" she started, then her words dissolved into a growl. Her eyes went wide with panic as the transformation accelerated beyond her control. Her form began to shift, scales hardening.

Callen abandoned the rocks, catching her shoulders. "Kira, look at me. You're stronger than what your father did to you."

But she was losing the battle, her human consciousness drowning in the dragon aspects her father had forced into her blood. Her mouth opened in what might have been a scream but emerged as a roar.

It was Elainak who acted. The girl stepped forward, showing no fear, and began humming that lullaby she'd mentioned. The melody filled the tunnel, echoing strangely off the stone walls.

"My mother taught me this," Elainak said softly, continuing to hum. "She said it was from the old times, when transformation was a choice, not a curse."

Slowly, painfully, Kira's form began to stabilize. Not reversing—she was too far gone for that—but finding balance. The panic in her eyes faded, replaced by exhausted control.

"Thank... you..." she managed, her voice rough but human.

Callen returned to the cave-in, working steadily for another hour. His controlled transformation gave him the strength he needed without the loss of self that plagued Kira. Finally, he'd cleared enough for them to squeeze through—a narrow passage, but passable.

They emerged from the tunnels into moonlight, finding themselves in a dried creek bed a quarter mile from the settlement walls. The smell of wood smoke and fear drifted on the night wind. Between them and safety lay open ground patrolled by the Baron's forces.

"There," Lysara pointed to moving torches. "Guard patrol. They circle every twenty minutes."

They waited, pressed against the creek bank, as boots tramped past so close they could hear the soldiers complaining about the cold. When the patrol moved on, they ran—a desperate sprint across exposed ground, expecting crossbow bolts at any moment.

A shout went up behind them. They'd been spotted.

"Run!" Callen urged, half-carrying Kira who was struggling with her unstable form.

Arrows whistled past. One caught Elder Jharim in the shoulder, spinning him around. Callen grabbed him, dragging him forward as more shouts erupted from the Baron's camps.

The settlement gate was closed, barred from within.

"Open up!" Lysara shouted. "It's us!"

For a terrifying moment, nothing happened. Then they heard bars being lifted, the gate cracking open just enough for them to squeeze through. They tumbled inside as arrows thudded into the closing wood.

They were immediately confronted by Pavel and Vera, who'd been guarding this section. The relief on their faces at seeing Callen was quickly replaced by alarm at Kira's transformed state.

"Commander," Pavel said, trying not to stare at Kira. "Thank the flames you're back. We've been holding, but barely. The Baron's forces probe our defenses nightly, testing for weaknesses."

"Casualties?" Callen asked.

"Three dead, a dozen injured. But that's not the worst part." Vera, looking older than her sixteen years, gestured toward the Academy. "Nora's been watching the eastern sky all day. She says something's stirring out there—something big."

They found the settlement in a state of controlled desperation. The Academy students maintained their watches in shifts of four hours—any longer and exhaustion made them useless. Food was being rationed, with priority given to those maintaining the defenses. The forge was cold because Thesk, shamed by his unwitting betrayal, worked day and night making weapons as penance, leaving no time for regular repairs.

The reunion with Amara was brief but intense. She embraced Callen, then pulled back, her healer's eyes immediately cataloging injuries and exhaustion. When she saw Kira, she didn't recoil, just reached for her medical supplies.

"I can't reverse it," Amara said after a quick examination. "But I might be able to slow it, give you more time to maintain control."

"Later," Kira said. "Nora first."

They found Nora in the council chamber, standing at the eastern window rather than the map. The horizon glowed faintly—not dawn, which was still hours away, but something else. Something wrong.

"Papa," she said without turning. "You made it back. I was worried you wouldn't be here when it happens."

Through their connection, Callen felt echoes of what she sensed—ancient presences stirring in the east, awakening after centuries of sleep.

She finally turned to face them, and Callen saw tears on her cheeks. "I can feel it through Vorthak's memories. There's a third dragon out there, one that went into the deepest sleep to escape the corruption. I don’t know what it means."

The emergency council that followed was tense. The settlement's leaders gathered around the table, each face showing the strain of the siege.

Morvane, ever practical, laid out their situation: "We have perhaps two hundred who can fight, including the Academy students. The Baron has thousands, not counting his volunteers."

Thesk spoke up, his voice rough from lack of sleep: "I've been making weapons, trying to atone for... for what I did. We have enough to arm everyone, but against the Baron's enhanced soldiers..."

Garrett, who'd been under house arrest but was cooperating fully, shared what he knew: "The Baron's planning something for dawn. My contacts—the ones I thought were merchants—they mentioned a 'final demonstration.' I think he knows about what's waking in the east too. There's something else," Garrett added, his voice shaking. "They talked about the Baron's 'ascension.' Said he's been waiting years for this moment—for a dragon powerful enough to be worth the attempt. Whatever he's planning, it's not about conquering the settlement. It's about becoming something. Using a dragon's power to transform himself into..."

He couldn't finish, but he didn't need to.

"A Dragon Singer," Callen said grimly. "He wants to force-bond with a dragon."

The council erupted in horrified murmurs. The pieces finally fell into place—every move Baron had made, every resource gathered, every "gift" planted. All of it leading to this: the forced binding of an ancient, maddened dragon to a human will.

It was Finch who provided a spark of hope. He'd been studying Vorthak's memory sphere constantly since their return from the north.

"I've found it," he said, exhaustion making his usual enthusiasm subdued. "The Crystal Grove's location. It's real, and the thirteen eggs are there, protected by something called the Eternal Guardian. But—" He paused, looking at Callen. "It's a long journey. Through territory the Baron now controls."

"We don't have the time," Lysara said, gesturing toward the eastern glow. "Whatever's out there will be here by dawn."

She's right, Kyraleth's voice touched Callen's mind. The dragon had landed on the Academy roof, watching the east with growing concern. I can feel it too now. Dragon, but wrong. Changed by its long sleep. When it wakes fully, it won't distinguish friend from foe. It will simply rage.

"Then what do we do?" Morvane asked.

Callen looked around the table, then made a decision that went against every tactical instinct he had.

"We don't fight it. We can't—not something that powerful, not in our current state. But maybe... maybe we can guide it. Turn its rage toward a different target."

"You mean the Baron's forces," Lysara said, understanding immediately.

"It's insane," Morvane protested. "You're talking about using an uncontrolled dragon as a weapon."

"I'm talking about survival," Callen corrected. "The Baron expects us to cower behind our walls while he deals with the dragon, then sweeps in to finish us. But what if we're not here? What if we use the chaos to evacuate through the tunnels, get the children to safety?"

"And go where?" Garrett asked.

Callen looked at Finch, then at the sphere of starlight still pulsing with Vorthak's memories.

"Wherever the dragon leads us. And pray we can get there before everything falls apart."


Chapter Twenty-Five


WHAT SLEEPS BENEATH



Thesk approached as Callen headed to the council. "Master Callen," he said formally, though they'd known each other for years. "I... I need to speak with you."

Callen studied the man who'd inadvertently given the Baron so much intelligence. Thesk's hands shook, though whether from exhaustion or emotion was unclear.

"I helped him," Thesk said without preamble. "Not knowingly, but that doesn't matter. People died because of information I provided." He set down the bundle, unwrapping it to reveal weapons unlike anything Callen had seen. "I've been working on these since I learned the truth. Dragon-glass weapons. My attempted redemption."

The weapons were crude but ingenious—spear points that seemed to drink light, arrowheads that hummed with contained energy. The dragon glass had been shaped through techniques Callen didn't recognize.

"How?" Callen asked.

"I melted down fragments from failed Evolution Institute equipment," Thesk admitted. "Mixed the residue with volcanic glass, folded it like steel. They're the only thing that might pierce the Baron's corrupted scales."

"You think he'll complete his transformation," Callen said. It wasn't a question.

"I know he will. I helped him unknowingly. Let me help you knowingly." Thesk's eyes were desperate. "Please. It won't bring back the dead, but maybe it will prevent more dying."

Callen studied the weapons again, noting the way they seemed to absorb light rather than reflect it. The craftsmanship was crude but effective—Thesk had poured his guilt and grief into every fold of the metal.

"How many?" Callen asked.

"Seven spear points, a dozen arrowheads, three knife blades. It's all I could manage with the fragments I recovered." Thesk's voice cracked. "I know it's not enough, but⁠—"

"It's more than we had," Callen said firmly. "Thank you."

The simple acceptance seemed to break something in Thesk. The blacksmith's shoulders shook with silent sobs, and Callen gripped his shoulder briefly before turning away, giving the man his dignity.

Callen moved on, leaving the weapons safely in the council’s main hall before heading down into a basement that hadn't been properly aired in decades. Callen descended the stone steps behind Finch, holding a lantern that cast wavering shadows against walls slick with moisture. The air tasted of mold and something else—something metallic and ancient that made the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end.

"Here," Finch said, his voice echoing strangely in the confined space. The scholar hadn't slept in two days, his usual neat appearance replaced by ink-stained fingers and wild hair. "I've been down here since yesterday, and I've had to revise my conclusions three times already."

Stone tablets lay spread across a makeshift table of planks and barrels. The writing on them was unlike anything Callen had seen—Pyrin fire-script interwoven with Dragon Singer glyphs, the two languages somehow merged into something new.

"My first thought was boundary markers," Finch said, pointing to symbols along one tablet's edge. "See these directional glyphs? They're consistent with ancient trade route documentation. I was so certain I nearly reported it to the council as settled fact."

"What changed your mind?"

"Lysara. She pointed out that trade markers don't include warnings about 'eternal vigilance' or reference 'the mountain's weeping.'" Finch rubbed his eyes. "I'd translated 'weeping' as 'watershed'—an easy mistake with degraded Pyrin script. The characters are nearly identical."

He moved to a second tablet. "So I revised. Second interpretation: these mark the foundations of a sacred temple. The circular placement of the oldest structures, the fire-script blessings, it all fit. I was convinced for nearly six hours."

"And then?"

"Then I found this." Finch held up a fragment he'd clearly pieced together from several broken pieces. "The word I'd been reading as 'sanctify' is actually 'seal.' Different root form—I should have caught it immediately, but I was looking for confirmation of my temple theory instead of testing it."

He set down the fragment with visible frustration. "Academic bias. I wanted it to be a temple. A temple is exciting, publishable, safe. But the actual translation..." He traced a finger along one line of text, careful not to touch the ancient stone. "Here we seal the Mad One, who chose rage over rest. Let none build where the mountain weeps."

The basement suddenly felt colder.

"A prison," Callen said, and suddenly everything made sense—the well's impossible depth, the breathing sound, the tremors, the way the drift surged and sputtered near the oldest stones. Elder Thavrick's warning. Kyraleth's hesitation to land near the settlement.

They hadn't been living in a settlement.

They'd been living on a lid.

"A prison," Finch confirmed. "The settlement's oldest structures—the well, this foundation, the original forge—they form a binding circle. Not boundary markers. Not temple foundations. Anchors, holding something in place."

"The Baron knew," Callen said slowly. "His questions about the foundations, his interest in what lay beneath—he wasn't fishing. He already knew."

"His family archives," Finch agreed grimly. "The Selwyns kept records from before the Purges. He came here to confirm his suspicions." The scholar's face was pale. "We thought he wanted the Academy. He wants what's under it." He pulled out his annotated map, hands not quite steady. "I should mention—I may still be wrong about the details. The translation of 'Mad One' could also render as 'Grief-Consumed' or 'Rage-Chosen.' The tablets are damaged, my Pyrin fire-script is self-taught, and I've already been wrong twice today." He met Callen's eyes. "But the core meaning is consistent across every fragment. Something is sealed here. Something that didn't want to rest."

Another sealed one? Kyraleth's mental voice carried alarm. The fragment-dragon was trapped. Now this. How many sins did the ancestors bury?

Too many, Callen replied silently, feeling his partner's unease mixing with his own.

"A prison that we've been systematically destroying." Finch's voice cracked slightly. "The siege damaged the eastern markers. The Evolution Institute's construction disrupted the northern ones. Every magical battle we've fought here, every surge of power..." He didn't need to finish.

Above them, a bell began to ring—the emergency council summons. Three sharp peals, then silence, then three more. The pattern reserved for catastrophic threats, not used since the first hybrid attacks months ago. Callen and Finch exchanged glances, both understanding that whatever was happening, it had already begun. They gathered the tablets with careful haste, Finch wrapping them in oiled cloth while Callen secured the maps. The stone steps seemed longer climbing up than they had descending, each footfall echoing with new urgency.

They emerged into chaos. The settlement's streets were already filling with confused residents, some still in nightclothes, others carrying whatever valuables they could grab. The morning air felt wrong—too warm for the season, with an underlying tremor that made windows rattle in their frames.

The council chamber was already filling when they arrived. Dawn light streamed through the eastern windows, but it wasn't the soft gold of sunrise. This light pulsed with an orange-red intensity that made shadows dance and writhe. Elder Thavrick stood at the window, his weathered face grave.

"It grows stronger," he said without turning. "The earth itself begins to wake."

Callen watched as the other council members filed in—those who remained after the settlement's fracturing. Morvane and Tomald representing the original settlers, Seralyn for the Pyrin, Elder Thavrick taking her place at the table, Garrett for the newer arrivals. Each face showed the same exhaustion, the same grinding worry of people pushed too far for too long.

"Finch has discovered something," Callen said without preamble. Time for gentle council politics had passed. "The settlement sits on an ancient seal. We're living on top of a prison."

The scholar spread his findings across the council table, his explanation quick and precise. As understanding dawned on the council's faces, Callen saw fear replace confusion. Morvane's knuckles went white as she gripped the table's edge.

"You're saying there's a dragon beneath us?" Her voice barely rose above a whisper. "Beneath the settlement? This entire time?"

"Not beneath us exactly," Finch corrected, spreading out his annotated maps. "The tablets suggest it's sealed within the mountain itself—the settlement was built as part of the containment. These binding circles, they're not just markers. They're anchors, holding something in place."

It feels wrong, Kyraleth said, his mental voice tight with distress. Not like the fragment. That was trapped power. This is... rage given form. Old rage. The kind that doesn't fade.

"Whatever's down there," Callen said slowly, sharing his dragon's assessment, "it's been sealed for a reason. And if these bindings are failing..."

Thavrick's ancient voice carried the weight of generational memory. "The old stories speak of dragons who fell to madness rather than corruption. Dragons who chose rage as their shield against the breaking of bonds. They called them the Fury Dragons, though that may be a later term."

"A dragon," Morvane repeated, her practical mind struggling with the implications. "Like the one your daughter bonded to?"

"No." Finch's voice was tight with controlled fear. "Whatever's sealed here chose something else entirely. The tablets speak of one 'who chose rage over rest'—suggesting it's been conscious this entire time. Conscious and angry."

The council chamber fell silent as the implications sank in. They'd been living, working, raising children above a creature that had been imprisoned for its rage. And now, with the seals weakening, with the magical battles and construction disturbing ancient bindings⁠—

A crash echoed from the Academy building, followed by a scream. Callen was moving before the sound finished, racing through the settlement's streets with several council members behind him.

Something shifts, Kyraleth warned, his alarm spiking through their bond. The hatchling—Nora—something happens to her!

He found a cluster of students gathered outside the main training hall, their faces pale with shock.

Inside, Nora lay collapsed on the floor, her body convulsing. But it wasn't a seizure—not exactly. Her eyes had rolled back, showing only white, but that white pulsed with the same orange-red glow as the eastern sky. When she spoke, her voice carried harmonics that no human throat should produce.

"I see him," she gasped, her small hands clawing at the wooden floor hard enough to leave gouges. "Oh gods, I see him. So much rage. So much pain. Centuries of it, festering, growing, feeding on itself."

Callen dropped to his knees beside her, pulling her against his chest. Through their connection—that bond forged in the northern mountains when she became a Bridge—he caught fragments of what she was experiencing. The sensation was overwhelming but not unbearable, like standing too close to a forge fire.

The dragon in the mountain was vast, its consciousness a storm of fury that had been building for centuries. Through Nora's bridge-sight, Callen glimpsed scales that pulsed with inner fire, a mind that had transformed grief into weapon, loss into vengeance. This creature had been aware through its entire imprisonment, its rage growing rather than diminishing with time.

"The nightmares," Morvane breathed, understanding dawning on her face. "The settlers have been reporting nightmares for months. Strange dreams of fire and vengeance."

"The forge," Tomald added, his voice hollow. "Sometimes it burns too hot, no matter how we bank it. We thought it was the coal quality, but..."

"Its power influences everything near the mountain," Nora said, her voice momentarily her own before another wave of visions took her. "The rage... it seeps into everything. Stone, water, dreams."

Through her connection, they glimpsed the dragon's form—coiled within the mountain's heart like a serpent of living flame. Its fury had become something almost pure, distilled through centuries of imprisonment into an emotion so intense it had taken on its own terrible majesty.

I cannot touch that mind, Kyraleth said, mental voice filled with revulsion. It burns. Not with fire—with hate. Pure hate. How does something live like that for so long?

By choosing it, Callen answered grimly. By feeding on it until nothing else remains.

A horn sounded from the walls—three long blasts that meant significant enemy movement. Callen hesitated, torn between staying with Nora and checking the threat. Amara appeared at his shoulder, her healer's hands already glowing with soft light.

"Go," she said firmly. "I'll watch her. The settlement needs to know what's happening."

Callen squeezed Nora's hand once, feeling how small and fragile it seemed against the enormous forces moving through her, then rose. He and Pavel climbed the watchtower together, taking the steps two at a time. From the height, they could see the Baron's forces in motion—thousands of soldiers moving with disturbing precision.

Pavel stood with a spyglass, his scarred face grim. "They're pulling back," the weapons master reported, handing over the glass. "But not retreating."

Through the magnified view, Callen could see the Baron's forces executing a coordinated withdrawal. The inner siege ring that had pressed so close to the settlement's walls was dissolving, troops marching in perfect formation toward higher ground. Evolution Institute equipment—the strange machines and apparatus they'd been constructing—was being rapidly dismantled and moved to what the Baron clearly considered safe distances.

"They're evacuating the refugee camps," Pavel continued, pointing to the eastern positions. "Loading families onto wagons, moving them beyond the ridge line."

"But maintaining the outer perimeter," Callen noted. The settlement was still surrounded, still cut off from escape. The Baron was simply moving his pieces to avoid... what?

The answer came in the form of a rider approaching under a white flag. The messenger was one of the Baron's transformed soldiers, his movements too fluid, his body moving with an unnatural grace that made Callen's skin crawl. He stopped just outside arrow range and shouted his message in a voice that carried unnaturally far.

"The Lord Regent wishes you to know he bears you no ill will for what is about to happen. Natural disasters are, after all, acts of the gods. He suggests you evacuate immediately, though he cannot guarantee safe passage through his lines during such chaotic times. The choice, as always, is yours."

The soldier wheeled his mount and galloped away before anyone could respond. The message was clear: the Baron knew what was coming, had probably known all along. He was going to let the dragon destroy the settlement, then move in to claim whatever—and whoever—survived.

The ground shuddered.

It was subtle at first, barely more than a tremor. But Callen had felt the earth move beneath a dragon's waking before. This was just the beginning.

We should flee, Kyraleth said, the admission difficult for the proud young dragon. This is not like facing the Baron's corrupted ones. This is something else. Something that chose its path long ago.

We can't abandon the settlement, Callen replied, though part of him wanted nothing more than to mount his dragon and fly far from this ancient fury.

Then we face it, Kyraleth said with resolve. Together. As we always do.

"The hot springs," someone shouted from the settlement's eastern district. Callen could see steam rising in great billows where the thermal pools that had warmed the settlement for generations were now boiling. The pleasant bathing spots where children had learned to swim were transforming into cauldrons of superheated water.

From the old mine shafts at the settlement's northern edge, sulfurous breath began to exhale in visible clouds. The yellow-green gas drifted across the mining quarter, sending workers fleeing with cloths pressed over their faces. Animals throughout the settlement began to panic—horses kicking at their stall doors, chickens beating themselves against coop walls, even the settlement's few milk cows bellowing in distress as they tried to break free.

The animals know, Kyraleth observed. Instinct older than thought. They feel the wrongness rising.

Can you reach it? Callen asked his partner. Through the drift, through dragon-sense?

I dare not try, Kyraleth admitted. To touch that mind directly... it would be like drinking poison. The hatchling is brave to endure even glimpses.

The Academy building, constructed partially into the mountainside for stability, groaned. A crack appeared in the main training hall's eastern wall, starting as a hairline fracture and widening with each passing moment. The stones themselves seemed to be heating from within, the mortar between them beginning to smoke.

"Papa!" Nora's voice cut through the chaos. She stood supported between Amara and Kira, her face pale but determined. "Vorthak is showing me—through the bridge connection. The stones, the old markers. They're not just warnings."

She pointed with a trembling hand to where ancient stones throughout the settlement were beginning to glow with a deep red light—Pyrin fire-warnings that had stood unmarked for centuries, now activated by the dragon's stirring.

"They show the way down," Nora said, her voice gaining strength. "Vorthak says the original Dragon Singers left them. A path to reach the sealed one, in case..." She paused, listening to something only she could hear. "In case someone needed to try again."

Elder Thavrick approached, studying the glowing markers with eyes that had seen more than most. "The old stories speak of this. When rage becomes divine, when fury becomes faith, only understanding can cool the flames. They tried to calm him, those ancient singers. They failed."

"But they sealed him," Callen said.

"No." Thavrick's voice was heavy with the weight of ancestral memory. "They contained him. There's a difference. A seal can be broken from without. A container just delays the inevitable."

Another tremor, stronger this time. In the market square, a vendor's stall collapsed, sending preserved foods rolling across the cobblestones. The settlement's people were beginning to stream toward the central square, seeking guidance, seeking hope, seeking someone to tell them this wasn't happening.

Callen looked at the frightened faces—families clutching children, merchants abandoning their goods, warriors gripping weapons they knew would be useless against the threat below.

How long? Callen asked Kyraleth, knowing his dragon's senses reached deeper than his own.

Hours, Kyraleth replied. Maybe less. The tremors quicken. Each one stronger than the last. When the final seal breaks...

The dragon didn't need to finish. They all knew what came next.

"I'm going down," he announced, his voice carrying across the square. "I'll take a small team into the mountain. If we can reach the dragon before it fully wakes, Nora might be able to..." He paused, looking at his daughter—no, at the Bridge she had become. "You can speak to it, can't you? Through the connection?"

Nora nodded slowly. "I can try. But Papa, its mind is... it's like standing in a forge. The anger has burned away everything else. There might not be enough left to reason with."

"Then we redirect it," Kira said, stepping forward. Her scarred face showed no fear, only the calculation of someone who had faced impossible odds before. "If we can't calm the creature, we point it at the Baron's forces."

"You're talking about unleashing a Fury Dragon on thousands of people," Morvane protested. "Soldiers and refugees alike."

"I'm talking about survival," Kira countered. "The Baron positioned those refugees deliberately. He's using them as shields, betting we won't risk their lives. But if the dragon wakes fully, they die anyway. At least this way, some might escape."

The ground shuddered again, and this time, something answered from below—a sound that wasn't quite roar, wasn't quite scream, but something between the two. It resonated through the earth and into their bones, a note of pure fury that had been building for a thousand years.

"Kira comes with me," Callen said decisively. "And Nora—we need the Bridge connection. Elder Thavrick, your knowledge of the old ways might be our only chance."

Thavrick nodded slowly, though Callen could see the exhaustion in the ancient Pyrin's eyes. The journey north had nearly killed him; this might finish the job. But there was no hesitation in his voice when he spoke. "I've lived long enough. If this is how I serve my people, so be it."

"Amara, you're needed here," Callen continued, meeting his partner's eyes. "When that thing wakes—and it will wake—there will be injuries. The settlement needs its healer."

She wanted to protest, he could see it in her face. But she was too practical to argue with logic. "Keep her safe," she said, glancing at Nora. "Keep yourself safe."

"Lysara, Pavel, organize the evacuation," Callen ordered. "Get everyone to the western slopes, as far from the mountain as possible while staying within the settlement's bounds. If the Baron's forces try to stop you⁠—"

"We'll handle it," Lysara said, her hand moving to her sword. "Just stop that thing from killing us all."

They entered through the settlement's original well—the one that had never produced water despite being dug to remarkable depth. Now Callen understood why. It had never been meant for water at all. The shaft led down into the mountain's depths, toward whatever ancient chamber held their imprisoned threat.

The shaft was wide enough for one person at a time, with carved handholds that had been worn smooth by age but remained functional. As they descended, the temperature rose steadily. By the time they'd gone down what Callen estimated as fifty feet, sweat was streaming down his face.

This is madness, Kyraleth said, his mental voice strained. You descend into the jaws of rage itself. I cannot follow you there. Cannot protect you.

I know, Callen replied, feeling his dragon's anguish at the separation. But someone has to try. Watch over the settlement. If we fail⁠—

You won't fail, Kyraleth interrupted, though doubt colored his thoughts. You can't. The hatchling carries the wisdom of the ancient one. You carry my strength, even apart. And the scarred one—Kira—she has survived worse. Together...

Together we're four humans against a mountain of rage, Callen thought back.

Four humans who refuse to let rage win, Kyraleth corrected. That has to count for something.

"Look," Nora whispered, her voice echoing strangely in the shaft.

Carved into the walls, visible only to those with dragon sight, were words in the ancient tongue. Not Pyrin, not Dragon Singer, but something older—the language of the first partnership, before the corruption, before the breaking.

"What does it say?" Kira asked, unable to see the glyphs herself.

Nora's voice was soft, tinged with a sadness that seemed to come from Vorthak's memories rather than her own understanding. "We failed to calm his rage. May you succeed where we could not. May you find the words we couldn't speak, the understanding we couldn't offer. May you remind him that even fury must eventually rest."

Another tremor shook the shaft, sending dust and small stones raining down on them. From somewhere far below came that sound again—not quite roar, not quite scream. Closer now.

The dragon was waking.

And they were descending toward it, four fragile humans against centuries of crystallized rage, with nothing but hope and a child's bridge-gift to protect them.

Be careful, Kyraleth's mental voice reached him one last time as they descended beyond their bond's range. Be smart. But most of all... come back to me.

Always, Callen promised, though they both knew it might be a promise he couldn't keep.


Chapter Twenty-Six


THE FAILED SALVATION



The passages were not natural caves but deliberately carved—Dragon Singer work from an age when such partnerships were honored rather than hunted. Callen ran his hand along the smooth walls, feeling the careful attention that had gone into every curve, every angle designed to channel air and sound deeper into the mountain.

These weren't made in haste, Kyraleth observed from above, his mental voice growing fainter as distance stretched their bond. This took years. Decades maybe.

They knew they might fail, Callen replied. They prepared for someone to try again.

The lantern's light caught something on the wall—pictographs, ancient but perfectly preserved in the dry mountain air. The first showed dragons and humans working together, their forms intertwined in what looked like celebration or ceremony. But as they descended, following the spiral of images, the story darkened.

"Look," Nora said, her voice hushed with recognition. Through her Bridge-sight, she could read nuances the others couldn't. "That's him. That's Xyrzaleth."

The dragon in the images had been magnificent once—silver scales that caught light like mirrors, wings that seemed to span entire valleys. In the early pictographs, he flew alongside smaller dragons, played with human children, participated in what appeared to be teaching sessions with robed figures Callen recognized as Dragon Singers.

But then came the change.

A series of images showed dragons turning on each other, corruption spreading like a disease. Xyrzaleth's companions fell one by one—some to madness, others to something worse. In one particularly horrifying panel, a dragon that might have been Xyrzaleth's mate was shown with void-black eyes, her body twisted into something unrecognizable.

"He fought them," Elder Thavrick said, reading the Pyrin flame-script that accompanied the images. His ancient fingers traced the glowing letters that appeared when he channeled a spark of fire into the stone. "It says here: 'The Silver Lord would not abandon his brothers to the dark. Each one he faced. Each one he was forced to end. With each death, his fury grew.'"

The pictographs showed Xyrzaleth standing over the bodies of corrupted dragons, his silver scales gradually darkening, his posture changing from noble to hunched with rage. By the final panels, he was alone, surrounded by devastation, his mouth open in what could only be a roar of absolute anguish.

Kira studied the images with her scarred face impassive, but Callen could see her hands trembling slightly. "He became what he fought," she said quietly. "The rage consumed him just as surely as corruption consumed the others."

More Pyrin script glowed as Thavrick continued channeling fire. "He would not accept the peace of sleep. The fury has eaten his mind. We tried songs of calming, words of rest. He heard only betrayal in our voices. He saw only enemies in our faces."

The passage narrows ahead, Kyraleth warned, though his mental voice was barely a whisper now. Be careful. I feel... endings there.

They had to proceed single file, the walls pressing close enough that Callen's shoulders brushed both sides. The temperature rose with each step, and not just from the lantern. Heat radiated from the stone itself, as if the mountain's heart was made of fire.

Finally, the passage opened into a vast circular chamber. Callen raised the lantern, and its light was swallowed by the immensity of the space. The ceiling stretched up beyond sight, but what they could see was carved with constellations—patterns of stars that no longer matched the night sky, from a time before the world had shifted.

"Gods above," Thavrick breathed.

The floor was a mandala of incredible complexity, Dragon Singer and Pyrin symbols woven together in patterns that hurt to look at directly. Every line, every curve was deliberate, forming a binding circle that must have taken dozens of workers years to complete. The craftsmanship was beyond anything Callen had seen, even in the ancient temple ruins.

And at the center, a pit that seemed to descend forever.

Heat waves rose from its depths, distorting the air above it. The stone around the edge was cracked and blackened, with several sections crumbling away entirely. The symbols nearest the pit flickered like dying embers, their power failing after centuries of strain.

"The seal is breaking," Thavrick said, his voice heavy with the weight of understanding. They could all see it—feel it in the way the mountain groaned around them, in the way the temperature spiked and dropped erratically.

Nora stepped toward the pit before anyone could stop her. Her white flame responded to the heat below, flickering to life without her conscious call. She knelt at the edge, her small form silhouetted against the rising heat waves.

"I can feel him," she said, her voice carrying those strange harmonics that marked her as Bridge. "He's not sleeping. He's never been sleeping."

Through her connection, she touched Xyrzaleth's mind—and immediately screamed.

Callen caught her as she reeled backward, but when his hands touched her shoulders, something happened. The chamber itself seemed to resonate, the ancient symbols on the floor pulsing with renewed light. Through Nora—through her nature as Bridge—the connection spread. Suddenly Callen could see what she saw, feel what she felt. The vision slammed into him.

He witnessed a mind trapped in perpetual nightmare, reliving the same betrayals, the same losses, the same rage, over and over for centuries. The dragon had been conscious the entire time, unable to wake, unable to sleep, unable to die, forced to experience his fury in an endless loop.

"He's been reliving it," Nora gasped, tears streaming down her face. "Every death, every betrayal. His mate, his children, his sworn brothers—he watches them fall to corruption again and again. He kills them again and again. For a thousand years, the same nightmare."

Thavrick's face had gone pale. "The binding doesn't just hold his body. It holds his mind in the moment of greatest anguish. That's how they contained the fury—by never letting it fade."

"That's monstrous," Kira said, and for once, her voice held emotion—horror and perhaps kinship with another being transformed against their will.

"They had no choice," Thavrick said heavily. "A Fury Dragon fully awakened would have burned the world. This was the only way to⁠—"

"That's horrible," Nora said, her voice small and trembling. "How could they do that? Leave him suffering forever?"

She turned back to the pit, and this time when she approached, there was determination in her steps. "I'm going to sing to him. Like Elainak's lullaby, but for a dragon."

"Nora, no—" Callen started, but she was already kneeling at the edge, her white flame spreading around her in a protective circle.

Her voice, when it came, was unlike anything Callen had heard. It carried the harmonics of her Bridge nature, but also something purely human—compassion, understanding, shared grief. The song had no words, just notes that seemed to reach into the pit and wrap around the anguish below.

For a moment—just a moment—the mountain stilled.

The temperature stabilized. The groaning stopped. Even the flickering symbols seemed to steady.

The chamber responded to Nora's Bridge nature—the symbols on the floor blazing to life, creating a network of light that connected everyone present. Through this ancient magic, designed for Dragon Singers to share consciousness, they all felt what Nora felt, saw what she saw. Callen gasped as Xyrzaleth's mind suddenly became visible to them all, the connection spreading through the chamber's resonance.

Through this shared awareness, they felt Xyrzaleth's mind focus, pulling free from the endless loop of nightmare. The dragon's consciousness, fractured and scarred by centuries of torment, oriented on the child's voice like a drowning man grasping for air.

What... what are you? The mental voice was broken, each word a struggle.

"I'm a Bridge," Nora replied, both aloud and through the chamber's amplified connection. "I carry the wisdom of Vorthak, who chose preservation. I'm proof that dragons and humans can still work together, that the corruption didn't win."

She began sharing her memories through the link—and because of the chamber's ancient magic, they all experienced it. Callen watched himself through Nora's eyes, saw his bond with Kyraleth as she perceived it. They all witnessed the Academy where children learned to control their gifts, the settlement where humans and Pyrin were learning to coexist. She showed him a world where dragons, while rare and sleeping, were not extinct.

For a heartbeat, Callen dared to hope.

Then Nora's memories reached recent events. She couldn't help it—the connection was too open, too honest. Xyrzaleth saw Baron Selwyn, saw the Evolution Institute, saw the forced transformations and corrupted hybrids. He saw the experiments, the dragon fragments being harvested, the systematic search for sleeping dragons to exploit.

The rage that erupted was beyond anything Callen had imagined.

"THEY CONTINUE!" Xyrzaleth's mental roar shattered the chamber's connection and sent Nora flying backward. "THE CORRUPTION CONTINUES! THEY LEARN NOTHING! THEY CHANGE NOTHING!"

The mountain didn't just break—it exploded.

The floor of the chamber cracked down the middle, the carefully crafted mandala shattering like glass. Chunks of stone the size of houses began falling from the ceiling. The pit widened, its edges crumbling away as something vast rose from below.

"Run!" Callen shouted, grabbing Nora and hauling her toward the passage.

But Xyrzaleth was already rising.

Two hundred feet of fury erupted from the mountain's heart. His scales, once silver, now looked like molten rock—constantly shifting between solid and liquid, melting and reforming in a cycle of perpetual agony. His wings were torn, great rents in the membrane that leaked fire, but even as Callen watched, they regenerated only to tear again, as if his body couldn't decide whether to heal or destroy itself.

His eyes, though—his eyes were the worst. They burned with a rage so pure it had transcended emotion and become something almost holy in its intensity. This wasn't the controlled fury of battle or the hot anger of betrayal. This was rage distilled through centuries of torment into something beyond mortal comprehension.

All must burn, his mental voice thundered, no longer speaking to them but to the world itself. All corruption must be cleansed. Dragon, human, all are tainted. All must end.

He didn't recognize friend from foe. When his head swung toward them, there was no recognition, no pause. To him, they were just more corruption to be eliminated.

"Move!" Kira shouted, shoving Thavrick aside as a gout of flame turned the space where he'd stood into molten slag.

They fled through collapsing passages, Nora creating barriers of white fire to hold back the falling rocks. Her power, enhanced by her Bridge nature, formed solid walls of flame that bought them precious seconds. Kira's strength, augmented by her spreading scales, let her throw aside stones that would have crushed normal humans.

Callen felt the familiar surge of transformation ripple through him—scales erupting along his arms and back, his strength multiplying as his body partially shifted. A massive stone slab crashed down toward Thavrick, and Callen caught it with hands that were no longer entirely human, claws digging into the rock as he heaved it aside. His dragon-touched endurance let him half-carry the ancient Pyrin when the elder stumbled, his transformed muscles bearing the weight easily even as the mountain collapsed around them.

Behind them, they could hear Xyrzaleth tearing his way free, his roars shaking dust from passages that hadn't moved in centuries. The carefully carved tunnels, the pictographs telling his story, all of it was being destroyed in his fury.

They burst from the well shaft to find the settlement already in chaos. The mountain's peak had split open like an egg, and Xyrzaleth was pulling himself free, his massive form dwarfing even Kyraleth. Chunks of stone rained down on the settlement, crushing buildings, sending people fleeing in terror.

He's mad, Kyraleth's mental voice reached Callen, full of horror. Completely mad. There's nothing left of what he was.

But even in his madness, Xyrzaleth's rage found focus. Callen watched in horror as the massive head swung slowly toward Baron's camps, nostrils flaring wide. The dragon's entire body went rigid, like a hunting dog catching a scent. Through the air, even Callen could sense it now—the wrongness emanating from the Evolution Institute equipment, the twisted resonance of dragon fragments being perverted for human use.

Xyrzaleth's eyes, burning with centuries of rage, fixed on the distant camps. His lips pulled back from teeth the length of swords, and a low growl built in his throat that made the ground tremble. Every muscle in his massive form tensed, preparing.

With a roar that shattered windows throughout the settlement, Xyrzaleth launched himself from the mountain's ruins. Callen watched the impossible sight—torn wings that shouldn't have been able to carry such mass somehow finding purchase on the air itself, as if the dragon's fury had weight enough to defy natural law. For a moment, Xyrzaleth hung suspended against the sky, a nightmare given form, before he plummeted toward Baron's forward camp.

The impact was catastrophic. Callen felt it through the ground, a shockwave that knocked people off their feet even at this distance. Through the dust and debris, he could see the Evolution Institute apparatus—those strange machines Baron had spent weeks constructing—simply ceasing to exist, melted to slag in an instant by flames that burned hotter than any forge. Transformed soldiers, those poor souls enhanced with dragon fragments, tried to flee. They lasted mere seconds, their corrupted forms drawing Xyrzaleth's attention like moths to flame. The dragon's fury was thorough, methodical in its destruction, eliminating everything touched by corruption.

But then the pattern broke. Baron's forces, in their panic, fled toward the settlement for cover. Callen's heart sank as he realized what would happen next.

"No," he breathed, but it was already too late.

Xyrzaleth followed, his maddened mind no longer distinguishing between the corrupted and the innocent. A house at the settlement's edge—the Brennans' home, Callen recognized with sick dread—exploded into flames as the dragon's breath washed over it. His massive tail, swinging as he turned to track fleeing soldiers, swept through the market square. Stalls that had stood for generations were reduced to splinters. The bakery where Henrik had made bread that morning simply... wasn't there anymore.

To Xyrzaleth's tortured consciousness, all of humanity had become the enemy.

Then Baron's true strategy revealed itself.

From positions on distant hills, massive ballistae emerged—not ordinary siege weapons but monstrosities powered by dragon fragments. The bolts they fired were the length of trees, their heads glowing with the same corruption that powered the Evolution Institute. When they struck Xyrzaleth, they didn't pierce his molten scales but they did something worse—they fed his fury, each impact driving him to greater heights of rage.

"He's not trying to kill him," Kira said, her enhanced vision letting her see what others couldn't. "Look—there, on the ridge."

Baron Cornelius Selwyn stood on a distant hill, surrounded by his most trusted guards. But he wasn't watching the battle—he was participating in it. Strange devices surrounded him, connected by cables to enormous dragon fragments. As Xyrzaleth raged, as his fury reached new peaks with each ballista strike, the fragments glowed brighter.

"He's harvesting it," Callen realized with horror. "He's using Xyrzaleth's rage, channeling it through the fragments."

Even from this distance, they could see Baron beginning to change. Scales spread across his visible skin, but wrong—not the smooth scales of a dragon or even the corrupted scales of his hybrids. These were jagged, twisted things that seemed to pulse with their own malevolent light.

"This was his plan all along," Nora said, her voice hollow with exhaustion. She was barely standing, the effort of maintaining their escape and touching Xyrzaleth's mind having drained her severely. "Use us to wake the dragon, then steal its power."

The settlement was caught between two monsters now—a maddened dragon lost in centuries of rage, and Baron becoming something even worse, a human deliberately choosing to embody that same fury.

We have to stop this, Kyraleth said, but even his mental voice held uncertainty. Somehow.

Callen looked at the devastation around them—buildings burning, people fleeing, the mountain itself reshaped by Xyrzaleth's emergence. Then he looked at his small team: Nora, exhausted and traumatized; Kira, fighting her own transformation; Thavrick, ancient and frail; himself, just one man against forces beyond comprehension.

Yet they were all the settlement had.

"We failed to save him," Callen said quietly, watching Xyrzaleth rage against Baron's forces, each side feeding the other's corruption. "But maybe we can still save everyone else."

The question was how—and whether any of them would survive the attempt.


Chapter Twenty-Seven


THE MEMORY OF LOSS



The rampage continued with methodical devastation. From his position on the settlement's walls, Callen watched Xyrzaleth descend upon Baron's forward positions like divine judgment made flesh. The dragon's massive form cast shadows that swallowed entire encampments whole. Each beat of his torn wings sent debris spiraling through the air—tent canvas, weapons, pieces of the strange Evolution Institute machinery that the Baron had spent weeks assembling.

The first camp simply ceased to exist. Xyrzaleth's flames weren't ordinary fire—they burned white-hot at the center, translucent at the edges, hot enough that the air itself seemed to scream. Metal didn't just melt; it vaporized into clouds of superheated gas that glowed like miniature auroras. The corrupted equipment—those twisted amalgamations of dragon fragments and human engineering—exploded in showers of molten glass and twisted steel.

But then the soldiers ran.

Callen's stomach dropped as he watched them scatter like ants from a kicked hill, streaming in every direction. Some ran for the hills. Some dove into the river. But too many, far too many, ran toward the settlement's walls, seeking the only cover they could see.

Xyrzaleth followed without hesitation.

The Brennan house stood three stories tall on the settlement's eastern edge, its red-tiled roof a landmark for travelers. Callen saw the family in the street—Willem Brennan trying to load a cart while his mother gathered their possessions. The boy had been so eager to join the Evolution Institute just days ago, talking of power and purpose. Now he looked up at the approaching dragon with eyes wide with terror.

Xyrzaleth's tail swept through the district like a scythe through wheat. Buildings exploded into splinters. The ground itself cracked and buckled. Willem saw it coming—saw the massive appendage swinging toward his eight-year-old sister who stood frozen in the street.

The boy moved faster than Callen thought possible, diving forward to shove the girl clear. She tumbled into a drainage ditch just as the house collapsed inward. Willem's scream cut off instantly, buried under tons of stone and timber. The girl's wail that followed was worse—high and piercing, the sound of innocence shattered. Her mother dragged her away, but the girl kept reaching back toward the rubble, calling her brother's name.

We have to do something, Kyraleth said, his mental voice tight with distress. He's destroying everything.

There's nothing we can do, Callen replied, though it killed him to admit it. He's beyond reason.

Callen's enhanced senses caught movement in the forge district—Thesk, standing in the wide doorway of his smithy, making no attempt to flee. The dragon's next pass would take him directly over the forge. Callen wanted to shout a warning, but his voice would never carry over the chaos.

The wash of dragon fire that engulfed the forge district was different from the explosive destruction elsewhere. This was focused, sustained, turning the entire district into a furnace. Callen watched Thesk's silhouette for just a moment before the heat became too intense to distinguish anything. The building the blacksmith had inherited from his father, where he'd trained a dozen apprentices over the years—it didn't collapse so much as liquefy. Stones ran like water. The great chimney toppled slowly, almost gracefully, into the molten pool that had been the workshop floor.

When the flames passed, nothing remained but a perfectly smooth depression in the ground, still glowing cherry-red. Not even ash. The anvil that had stood for three generations, the tools that had shaped the settlement's history—all of it had been erased as thoroughly as if it had never existed.

Through it all, Callen could see the Baron on his distant hill, surrounded by his devices. The fragments—dozens of them, maybe hundreds—were arranged in geometric patterns that hurt to look at directly. Cables ran between them like a spider's web, and with each surge of Xyrzaleth's rage, with each death, with each scream of terror or grief, those cables pulsed brighter. The Baron stood at the center of it all, arms spread wide, drinking in the catastrophe like wine.

The Baron was harvesting catastrophe itself.

"Papa!" Nora's voice, weak but urgent, pulled Callen's attention back. She was barely conscious, held upright only by Amara's supporting arms, but her eyes blazed with desperate determination. Blood trickled from her nose—the cost of repeatedly touching Xyrzaleth's maddened mind.

"I have to show him something else," she gasped, trying to push past her mother's restraining hands. "He only sees the corruption repeating. The same betrayals, over and over. I have to⁠—"

"You'll kill yourself," Amara said firmly, physically holding her daughter back. "Nora, please. You've done enough."

"No!" Nora's voice cracked with exhaustion and grief. "There has to be something. Some memory that isn't pain."

She fumbled for Vorthak's sphere, which she'd been carrying since their return from the north. The artifact pulsed with inner light as her fingers found it, and Callen could feel her desperately searching through the accumulated memories of an ancient dragon's lifetime.

"There," she breathed, her face lighting up despite her exhaustion. "Oh. Oh, that's..."

Through the sphere's connection, enhanced by her Bridge nature, Callen caught a glimpse of what she'd found. It was a memory within a memory—Vorthak recalling a story told by dragons even older than himself. The hiding of thirteen eggs, a desperate attempt to preserve dragonkind's future as the world turned against them.

And one egg stood apart from the others.

Silver-shelled, carefully wrapped in preservation spells that had taken a dozen Dragon Singers working in concert with three ancient dragons to create. The egg had been laid in the last days of peace, its parent a dragon of incredible power and nobility.

"His daughter," Nora whispered, understanding flooding through her. "Xyrzaleth had a daughter. She was still in the shell when everything went wrong. They hid her egg to keep it safe."

Callen felt his heart skip. A parent's love—even twisted by centuries of rage, that had to mean something. It had to reach whatever remained of the dragon's original self.

Xyrzaleth paused in his destruction, having reduced another Evolution Institute camp to smoking ruins. His massive form heaved with exertion, each breath sending waves of heat that made the air shimmer for hundreds of yards. The molten scales along his flanks dripped like wax, hitting the ground with hisses and pops, only to regenerate moments later in an endless cycle of agony. His wings—gods, his wings were a horror to behold. Great tears in the membrane sealed themselves with new growth even as other sections ripped apart, the sound like sailcloth tearing in a storm.

The dragon's head swayed slightly, as if dizzy or disoriented. For just a moment, his eyes—those furnaces of rage—seemed to dim, and Callen wondered if exhaustion might succeed where nothing else had.

Nora acted without warning. Despite her weakness, despite the blood still trickling from her nose, she reached out with her Bridge consciousness and projected the memory directly into Xyrzaleth's mind. Not gently, not carefully, but like throwing a stone into a still pond.

The effect was instantaneous.

Xyrzaleth froze mid-breath, a gout of flame dying in his throat. His massive head swiveled toward the settlement—toward Nora specifically—and for the first time since his awakening, his eyes focused on something beyond rage.

Through the connection that Nora had forced open, everyone nearby felt it: recognition, disbelief, desperate hope crashing against centuries of pain. The dragon's mind, fractured and scarred by his eternal imprisonment, struggled to process this new information.

My youngest, the thought came, broken and barely coherent. She was... she was still in the shell when her mother fell to madness. When I had to... when I...

The memory threatened to pull him back into rage, but Nora held the image steady—the silver egg, protected, preserved, waiting.

Still in the shell, Xyrzaleth's mental voice grew stronger, more focused. They saved her? The Singers and my brothers, they saved her?

"Yes," Nora said aloud, though her voice was barely a whisper. "Hidden with twelve others. Protected by the Eternal Guardian. Waiting."

The keening cry that erupted from Xyrzaleth shattered every remaining window in the settlement. The sound was unlike anything Callen had ever heard—not quite roar, not quite wail, but something that bypassed the ears and went straight to the soul. Warriors who'd faced death without flinching found tears on their cheeks. Children pressed against their parents, seeking comfort from a grief too vast to understand.

Without warning, Xyrzaleth launched himself northward. His torn wings beat with desperate purpose, each stroke sending gusts of wind that knocked people from their feet. The dragon's departure was so sudden that the Baron's ballista crews stood frozen, their hands still on firing mechanisms. They managed one volley—massive bolts arcing through the air—but Xyrzaleth was already beyond range, disappearing over the mountain peaks like a storm moving on.

The silence that followed was absolute.

For several heartbeats, no one moved. No one spoke. The absence of the dragon's rage was like the sudden cessation of a storm—leaving everyone disoriented, unsure if it was truly over.

Then the reality of the devastation hit.

The acrid stench of burning wood and flesh filled the air, mixing with the metallic tang of blood and the sulfurous reek of dragon fire. Bodies lay scattered like broken dolls—some crushed beneath fallen timbers, others burned beyond recognition, their features erased by heat that had turned sand to glass. The Brennan house was just one of dozens reduced to rubble. The market square, where just yesterday merchants had haggled over grain prices, was now a smoking crater thirty feet across.

Callen didn't wait for orders. His partial transformation was already rippling across his body—scales hardening along his arms, strength flooding his muscles. He sprinted toward the nearest collapsed building where he could hear muffled cries.

"Survivors," Lysara's voice cut through the shocked silence. She'd appeared from wherever she'd been coordinating defenses, her face grim but focused. "We need to find survivors. Now."

The settlement stirred to life, but it was the mechanical movement of people in shock. Callen reached the first pile of rubble—what had been the cooper's shop—and began heaving aside beams that would have taken three normal men to move. His clawed hands found purchase on splintered wood slick with blood. Underneath, a child's hand, still moving.

"Here!" he shouted, and others rushed to help. They pulled out little Tam—Vera's seven-year-old brother—his leg bent at an impossible angle but alive. A healer immediately went to work while Callen moved to the next building.

Pavel emerged from a collapsed stable carrying two children, their faces black with soot. His usual dark humor was completely absent, replaced by blank professionalism. He handed the children to waiting healers without a word, then turned back into the smoke. Through a gap in the ruins, Callen saw him pull out what looked like a pile of rags—until he realized it was an old woman, her body so badly burned that⁠—

"Two hundred," Elder Thavrick's voice came from behind him, and Callen turned to see the ancient Pyrin's face etched with grief. "At least two hundred dead. Maybe more."

The numbers felt impossible. That was a fifth of their population, gone in minutes.

A commotion near the merchant district drew Callen's attention. They'd found Garrett's warehouse—or what remained of it. The structure had partially collapsed, and when they pulled the merchant from the rubble, Callen saw immediately that he was dead. But the wounds told a complicated story. Burns on his left side from dragon fire, yes, but also blade wounds in his back. Three strikes, precise and deep. He'd been murdered during the chaos, probably by looters from the Baron's forces who'd tried to raid his stores during their flight.

"Marten," Vera's voice, high and frightened, cut through Callen's observation. The girl was standing near the settlement's eastern gate, her training leathers torn and bloodied, pointing toward the Baron's lines with a shaking hand. "I saw him during the attack. He was... he was with them. With the Baron's soldiers. He was wearing their colors."

The betrayal shouldn't have surprised Callen, but it did. He had seemed so genuine in his commitment to the settlement. But then, the best spies always did.

Callen, the scarred one needs you, Kyraleth's mental voice cut through his dark thoughts about Marten's betrayal. Kira. She sees something important. Western wall, what's left of it.

Callen ran through the ruins, leaping over still-smoking debris, his partially transformed legs carrying him faster than any normal human could move. He found Kira on the remnants of the western wall, her enhanced vision focused on the Baron's position. Even from this distance, he could see what had caught her attention. The Baron's devices weren't stopping. They continued to pulse and hum, drawing in energy that Callen could feel even at this distance.

The machinery surrounding him was pulling energy from more than just Xyrzaleth's rage now. They were drawing from the death, the fear, the despair that saturated the air. Every scream, every cry of grief, every moment of horror was being absorbed, converted, stored in the massive array the Evolution Institute had constructed.

"He's trying to create a connection," Kira said, her voice hollow with understanding. "Look at the pattern of the fragments. It's not random—it's a massive array. I've seen designs like this before," Kira continued, her enhanced vision picking out details the others couldn't see. "In my father's notes. He was working toward something similar, but smaller scale—trying to force connections between his subjects and dragon fragments. He never succeeded. The subjects went mad, or died, or both." She turned to face Callen, her hybrid features stark with horror. "Baron's taken my father's failed research and perfected it. That array isn't just for tracking Xyrzaleth. It's for binding him. Forcing a soul-connection that bypasses consent entirely."

"He's been planning this since before we even knew he existed," Callen realized. "Every step—the Evolution Institute, the fragment collection, the egg searches—all of it building toward one moment. One forced bond with the most powerful dragon he could find."

The devices were clearly designed for this purpose—each fragment acting as a conductor, attuned to draconic energy. The cables between them weren't just connections but channels, directing power toward a central collection point. Strange fluids dripped from overloaded conduits, hissing when they hit the ground, creating patterns of burns that looked almost like... like ritual circles.

"He's turning that array into some kind of living anchor," Callen said, the full scope of the Baron's plan finally clear. "He knew we'd wake Xyrzaleth. Knew the dragon would rampage. This was never about controlling the dragon—it was about creating a link to track him."

The devices around the Baron pulsed in rhythm now, synchronized with something Callen couldn't see but could feel through his dragon-touched senses. It was like a heartbeat, or perhaps an echo of one—Xyrzaleth's rage had left an imprint, and the Baron was using it like a bloodhound uses a scent.

From his hilltop position, the Baron's voice carried on the wind, calm and triumphant: "The dragon seeks something. Follow it, and we find leverage."

His soldiers were already forming up, preparing for pursuit. Not all of them—many had died in Xyrzaleth's rampage—but enough. Hundreds of warriors, their loyalty secured through promises of power and evolution, ready to follow their master into whatever came next. They moved with eerie synchronization, like a single organism with many bodies.

"The eggs," Nora said weakly. She'd collapsed completely now, only Amara's arms keeping her upright. "Xyrzaleth will go to where his daughter's egg is hidden. If the Baron can track him... if he finds the Crystal Grove..."

Thirteen dragon eggs, waiting for worthy partners. In the Baron's hands, they would become thirteen weapons of unconscionable power.

Callen stood in the ruins of the Academy's main hall, looking at the devastation around him. Half his students were missing—dead, fled, or simply unaccounted for in the chaos. The settlement that had been their home was broken, perhaps beyond repair. And now the Baron was mobilizing to claim an even greater prize.

We have to follow him, Kyraleth said, his mental voice heavy with exhaustion but firm with purpose. We can't let the Baron reach those eggs.

I know, Callen replied, though he wondered how they could possibly stop the Baron now. The man had planned this perfectly. Every move they'd made had been anticipated, used, turned to his advantage.

Nora stirred in Amara's arms, her voice barely audible: "Papa... I'm sorry. I didn't mean for this to happen."

"You saved us," Callen said, kneeling beside his daughter. "Xyrzaleth would have killed everyone. You gave him a reason to stop."

"But the Baron⁠—"

"The Baron was always going to be a problem," Callen said firmly. "This isn't your fault."

But as he looked at the Baron's forces mobilizing in the distance, as he felt the weight of the settlement's dead, as he saw the tears in Amara's eyes, Callen wondered if any of them would survive what came next.


Chapter Twenty-Eight


THE EVOLUTION OF AMBITION



Dawn revealed devastation that night had mercifully hidden. From the remains of the eastern watchtower, Callen surveyed what had been their home. A third of the settlement lay in ruins—not just damaged but erased, as if a god's hand had swept across the earth in rage. The forge district was a field of cooled glass that reflected the morning light in strange, prismatic patterns. Where workshops had stood for generations, only smooth depressions remained, their edges still warm to the touch. The market square, where children had played just yesterday, was a crater slowly filling with groundwater, seepage from the underground wells that Xyrzaleth's rage had shattered. The water was tinged red—whether from clay or blood, Callen didn't want to know.

The morning light was wrong too—not the clean gold of sunrise but tinged with ash that still hung in the air, turning everything gray. Each breath tasted of char and copper, coating the throat with grit that no amount of water could wash away.

It looks like a battlefield, Kyraleth observed from his perch on the Academy's one remaining wall. Because that's what it was.

Survivors gathered in what remained of the market square, huddled in small groups like islands of misery. Callen recognized faces but saw how they'd changed—the baker's wife clutching her remaining daughter, both still covered in dust from pulling bodies from rubble. The tanner's apprentice, barely sixteen, cradling an arm bent at an unnatural angle. Children wandered between the groups, some calling for parents who would never answer, others sitting in shocked silence that was somehow worse than tears.

The Academy students had organized themselves into rescue teams without being asked. Kess and Mykal worked together, using their abilities to carefully shift debris while searching for survivors. Lira's controlled flames provided light in collapsed basements. Even young Feran, only ten years old, was helping—his small size letting him squeeze into spaces adults couldn't reach.

They were using their training, Callen realized. Not for combat, but for this—the aftermath that no one ever talked about in hero tales.

"Commander!" Vera's voice, high with strain, called from the direction of the healer's house. "Lady Amara needs you!"

The medical crisis had overwhelmed their limited resources. Amara's healing house, built to handle perhaps a dozen patients, now overflowed onto the street. Makeshift pallets lay in rows, the wounded arranged by severity—those who might survive with treatment, those who would survive without it, and those beyond help, made as comfortable as possible for their final hours.

Amara moved between them like a ghost, her healer's gifts pushed beyond exhaustion. Blood stained her clothes and hands, and her face had the hollow look of someone making impossible choices over and over. When she saw Callen, relief flickered in her eyes.

"Nora?" he asked immediately.

"Still unconscious. Her body temperature is stable, but..." Amara glanced toward a curtained corner where their daughter lay. "The Bridge taxation may have caused permanent damage. I won't know until she wakes."

If she wakes, Callen heard in what Amara didn't say.

A commotion at the healer's house entrance drew their attention. Young Elainak, one of their newer Pyrin students, was trying to help—using her small flames to cauterize a wound on a screaming man's leg. The orange fire danced at her fingertips with unnatural precision, sealing torn flesh with the skill of a battlefield surgeon. But it was her expression that made Callen's chest tighten—completely blank, as if she'd retreated somewhere deep inside herself where the screams couldn't reach.

"Hold him still," she said to the adults trying to restrain the thrashing patient, her child's voice eerily calm. "Moving makes it worse."

The man's wife sobbed beside them, alternating between thanking Elainak and begging her to stop, unable to reconcile the necessity with the agony. Elainak didn't respond to either. She just continued her work, methodical and distant, until the bleeding stopped.

When she finished, her small hands were trembling—the only sign that she was still a seven-year-old child underneath the premature competence. War aged children faster than years ever could.

"Riders approaching!" The call came from the walls, cutting through the moans of the wounded and the quiet weeping of survivors. The lookout's voice cracked with strain—young Tam, pressed into service because so many of the regular guards were dead or injured. The settlement bell followed—two strikes, meaning unknown approach, potential threat. In the exhausted silence that followed, those two bronze notes seemed to hang in the air like a pronouncement of doom. People who'd been moving with purpose froze, heads turning toward the gates with expressions of dread. They couldn't survive another attack. Not now.

Callen reached the gates to find a single rider approaching under Kingdom colors—but these weren't the Baron's modified banners. The deep blue and gold were clean, official. As the figure drew closer, Callen's enhanced vision picked out details that made his jaw tighten.

It was Marten.

The former Kingdom soldier, who'd disappeared into the Baron's camp during the attack, who'd been seen wearing Evolution Institute colors, was barely staying in his saddle. Burns covered the left side of his body, the kind that came from being too close to dragon fire. His right arm hung useless at his side, and blood seeped through makeshift bandages.

"Don't shoot," Marten gasped as he reached speaking distance. "Please. I have... intelligence."

Lysara had an arrow nocked and drawn. "Give me one reason not to put this through your throat, traitor."

"Because I was trying to stop him," Marten wheezed. "Sabotage. I was... placing charges on the Baron's equipment when the dragon attacked. Got caught in the flames."

The burns were consistent with his story, Callen noted. But burns could be acquired many ways, and Marten had proven himself an accomplished liar.

"Bring him in," Callen decided. "But watched. Constantly."

Two of the remaining guards half-carried, half-dragged Marten from his horse. His legs gave out the moment his feet touched ground, and Callen noticed how his Evolution Institute uniform—if that's what it truly was—had been burned through in multiple places, the fabric fused to his skin in patches. Pavel appeared from nowhere, a knife already in his hand, positioning himself where he could strike if Marten made any threatening moves.

They carried him through streets that had become an open-air mortuary. Bodies lay in neat rows, covered with whatever cloth could be spared. Some of the dead were so small that scraps of curtain sufficed. The living moved between them with the mechanical efficiency of those who'd pushed past feeling into pure function.

The healer's house reeked of blood and burning flesh and the peculiar sweetness of infection beginning to set in. They carried Marten to a corner where less critical cases waited—he was injured but not dying, which put him low on Amara's priority list.

When she finally reached him, Amara worked on his wounds with professional detachment, her hands steady despite the exhaustion that made her eyes look bruised. As she treated him, he talked—words spilling out like water from a broken dam.

"The Baron's been researching forced dragon bonds for months," Marten said through gritted teeth as Amara cleaned a particularly deep burn. "Using the fragments to study the connection between dragons and their partners. Analyzing it. Looking for weaknesses he could exploit."

"To what end?" Callen asked.

"Dragon Singer abilities. He believes—knows—that the Selwyn bloodline carries the potential. He's convinced he can force a bond with a dragon, bypass the willing partnership entirely." Marten winced as Amara applied a poultice. "The harvesting was the final step. He needed a living dragon's energy signature to calibrate his equipment—to create a device that could compel a bond."

"But why were you there?" Lysara pressed. "Why were you wearing their colors?"

Marten's silence stretched too long. When he finally spoke, his voice was barely audible. "Because I made a deal. My younger sister—she's in their custody. Has been for months. They said if I gathered intelligence on the Academy, they'd release her."

The admission hung in the air like poison. Callen felt rage building but tamped it down. They needed information more than vengeance right now.

"Is she still alive?" Amara asked quietly.

"I don't know. They stopped letting me see her after the second week." Marten's composure finally cracked. "I tried to play both sides. Feed them enough to keep her safe but not enough to truly compromise you. Then when I saw what the Baron was planning during the ceremony—the devices he'd built, the way he intended to enslave a dragon to his will... I couldn't let him complete it."

"So you failed everyone," Lysara said coldly.

"Yes," Marten agreed simply. "I did."

Before anyone could respond, new voices arose from outside—urgent, official. Three figures in travel-stained cloaks pushed through the crowded healer's house entrance, their manner suggesting authority despite their rough appearance. These were Pyrin resistance members who'd arrived, the ones Lysara had been expecting to collect the documents she'd stolen during their escape from the capital. Elder Thavrick's underground network, still functioning despite the devastation.

The lead figure, a woman with steel-gray hair and burn scars covering half her face, surveyed the carnage with practiced eyes. "We came as quickly as we could," she said to Lysara. "The roads are... difficult. The Baron's forces are everywhere."

Lysara led them to a relatively intact building—what had been the tax collector's office, now serving as makeshift headquarters. The rebels produced portable writing desks from their packs, along with special inks and papers treated to resist fire and water. They arranged themselves in a circle, each taking a portion of the stolen documents.

The scene that followed was indeed almost surreal in its normalcy—rebels carefully copying documents while the settlement burned around them. Through the broken windows, they could hear the crackle of still-burning fires and the occasional crash of a building finally succumbing to structural damage. Ash drifted through the air like snow, settling on the papers they copied, requiring constant brushing away.

"Section seven, subsection three," one scribe called out. "Details of forced transformations at the Dasosh facility."

"Verified and copied," another responded. "Cross-referencing with testimony from survivor accounts."

They worked with practiced efficiency, creating multiple copies to spread across three kingdoms. Each document was checked twice, sealed with wax that would change color if tampered with, then distributed among different riders who would take separate routes to ensure at least some copies survived.

"The Baron may have won power," the scarred woman said to Lysara, rolling up a completed set of documents and sliding them into a waterproof case, "but we'll destroy his legitimacy. These documents prove his crimes. It will take time, but kingdoms have fallen for less."

"Time we don't have," Lysara replied, but she helped them anyway. Her hands moved mechanically, folding, sealing, organizing, while her eyes remained distant. Hope took many forms, and sometimes patient resistance was all that remained.

As the last document was sealed and distributed among the riders, the scarred woman gripped Lysara's shoulder. "This matters," she said firmly. "Even if it feels futile now, history will remember who stood against him."

"History is written by survivors," Lysara replied. "And we're running short on those."

A moment later, Pavel arrived with scouting reports, his boots crunching on broken glass as he approached. His face was grim—grimmer than usual, which said volumes. The news was worse than expected.

"The Baron's army is moving north in three columns," Pavel reported. "Not just soldiers—Evolution Institute equipment, mobile laboratories, everything. He's not pursuing Xyrzaleth to stop him."

"He's planning to force a bond with the dragon," Kira said, appearing from the shadows near what had been the council building. Her ability to move unseen had only improved since her own transformation had stabilized. She looked different in the morning light—the scales on her neck had spread slightly, forming an almost decorative pattern that caught the sun.

"How long have you been listening?" Pavel asked, though there was no accusation in it. They'd all learned to value Kira's intelligence gathering.

"Long enough," she replied. "His equipment can track Xyrzaleth now—he harvested enough of the dragon's energy during the rampage. He'll follow Xyrzaleth to wherever he's going, and then try to enslave him using whatever device he's built."

They absorbed this in silence for a moment, the implications staggering. Then Callen made a decision.

"Council meeting. Now. Whatever's left of the council, anyway."

The emergency council convened in the ruins of the council chamber—the roof was gone, but the walls still stood. Morning light streamed through the absent ceiling, illuminating motes of ash that drifted like snow. They'd dragged in benches from the destroyed market, arranging them around a table salvaged from someone's home.

Those who'd survived gathered around the salvaged table. Morvane had survived, though her left arm was bandaged and bound to her chest. She moved stiffly, favoring her right side where bruising showed purple-black beneath torn clothing. Elder Tomald was missing, buried somewhere in the eastern district. No one had found his body yet, though they kept looking.

"We should stay," Morvane argued, pain making her voice sharp. "Rebuild. We can't chase dragons and madmen across the wilderness."

"If the Baron succeeds in binding Xyrzaleth to his will, there won't be anything to rebuild to," Lysara countered. "He'll return with the power of a dragon and the cunning of a man. We've seen what one maddened dragon did. Imagine that directed by human intelligence."

The settlement was split. "We should stay and rebuild!" shouted Henrik the baker—or what was left of him, missing his left eye now, a bloody bandage wrapped around his head. "My family has been here for five generations. I won't abandon it now!"

"And die when the Baron returns with a dragon under his command?" countered Seralyn, the Pyrin commander. "You saw what one maddened dragon did. Imagine that fury directed by human intelligence."

"My son is missing," a woman cried out—Callen recognized her as one of the weavers. "I can't leave until I find him. He might be trapped somewhere, hurt, waiting⁠—"

"He's dead, Marta," someone said brutally. "I saw the building collapse on him. There's nothing to find."

The woman's wail of grief triggered another argument, voices rising as exhaustion and trauma eroded what little civility remained. A merchant was shouting about salvaging what they could, while a Pyrin warrior demanded immediate vengeance. Parents clutched their surviving children, some arguing for flight, others for standing their ground.

Through it all, Finch sat silent at the table's end, clutching papers covered in frantic calculations. His usually neat handwriting had devolved into barely legible scrawls, diagrams overlapping with notations in multiple languages. When there was finally a pause, he spoke.

"I've been studying Vorthak's memory sphere," Finch said, his voice cutting through the arguments. "There are references—fragmented, but clear enough—to the location of the Crystal Grove."

The chamber fell silent.

"The dragon eggs," Callen said, understanding immediately.

"Thirteen of them, according to the memories. Hidden and protected by something called the Eternal Guardian." Finch spread out his notes, revealing a rough map. "It's north of here, perhaps a week's journey through the mountains. But here's what matters—Xyrzaleth knows his daughter's egg is there. That's where he's heading."

"And the Baron knows it too," Kira added. "He's not just chasing the dragon. He's racing him to the eggs."

"If the Baron reaches them first..." Morvane couldn't finish the sentence. They all understood. Thirteen dragon eggs in the Baron's hands would mean thirteen weapons of unimaginable power.

The weight of that settled over them like a shroud.

"I'm going after him," Callen announced. "The Baron, Xyrzaleth, all of it. A small team moves faster than an army."

"I'm coming," Kira said immediately. "My transformation has stabilized. I'm stronger than before, and I know how the Baron thinks."

"And I," Pavel added. "Someone needs to keep you from doing something stupidly heroic."

"Nora needs medical attention," Amara said quietly. "Constant care that only I can provide. I'm coming too."

Marten, from his pallet in the corner, raised a hand weakly. "I could tell you the Baron's planned route. I helped plan⁠—"

"No," Callen said firmly. "You're too injured to travel, and we can't trust you. You'll stay here under guard."

Marten's face fell, but he nodded, understanding the judgment.

The departure didn't come at dusk as planned. They spent the night in frantic preparation, knowing every hour gave the Baron more advantage but unable to leave without proper supplies.

Callen found himself in the ruins of the Academy, salvaging what texts and materials might prove useful. By lamplight, he and Finch packed the memory sphere and what maps they could find, wrapping them in oilcloth against the mountain weather.

Pavel worked through the night organizing supplies—what little food could be spared, medical supplies for Nora, winter gear scavenged from abandoned homes. "Three days through the mountains," he muttered, checking and rechecking their packs. "In winter. Carrying a sick child. We're mad."

"Yes," Kira agreed, helping him sort supplies. "But what choice do we have?"

Dawn came gray and bitter, matching the settlement's mood. They'd spent the remainder of the day and night preparing what little they could—supplies, weapons, hasty goodbyes. The settlement would continue the grim work of burial and rebuilding. Some would stay, some would flee, but all understood that everything hinged on what happened in the next few days.

Callen stood at the remains of the gate, looking back at what they were leaving. The wounded settlement looked like a dying animal, still breathing but barely. Smoke still rose from various fires that refused to fully die. People moved through the ruins like ghosts, searching for the dead or salvaging what remained of their lives.

Ready? Kyraleth asked, landing nearby. The dragon had spent the night scouting, and his mental voice carried exhaustion.

No, Callen admitted. But we go anyway.

Kyraleth lowered himself carefully, his great bulk surprisingly gentle as Callen arranged Nora against his chest, wrapping her in blankets and securing her with leather straps. She remained unconscious, though her breathing had steadied.

"Are we all going on... on him?" Pavel asked, eyeing the dragon with the wariness of someone who'd never flown before.

"Unless you'd prefer to chase the Baron's army on foot," Kira said dryly, already checking the makeshift harnesses they'd prepared. "Kyraleth can carry us all for this journey."

Pavel muttered something in Old Pyrin that was probably profane, but began securing his pack to the dragon's harness. Amara worked beside him, her healer's supplies carefully distributed for balance.

The small crowd that had gathered to see them off was silent. There were no cheers, no waves, just hollow-eyed stares from people who'd placed their last hope in this desperate mission.

As Kyraleth prepared to take flight, Nora stirred briefly in Callen's arms. Her eyes opened, unfocused and distant.

"The egg," she whispered. "It's so small. So alone. Like he was."

Then she slipped back into unconsciousness, leaving Callen to wonder what visions plagued her dreams.

Behind them, smoke continued to rise from their ruined home. People stood on the broken walls, watching them go—some with hope, others with the hollow eyes of those who'd already given up.

Ahead lay a three-day journey through lands where the Baron's army had already passed. The ground would be scarred, the settlements along the way either conquered or destroyed. And somewhere beyond the horizon, two monsters raced toward a cache of dragon eggs that could either save or damn the world.

From high above, Kyraleth's vision showed the full scope of their situation: the settlement like an open wound on the earth, the Baron's army spreading north like infection, and far ahead, beyond even dragon sight, Xyrzaleth racing toward a hope he'd thought lost forever.

Three forces converging on thirteen eggs and an Eternal Guardian whose nature remained a mystery.

They lifted off just as the sun broke fully through the clouds, Kyraleth's wings catching the light as he rose. Below, the settlement grew smaller and smaller, until it was just another scar on a wounded landscape. The wind was cold and sharp at altitude, cutting through their clothes despite the layers they'd wrapped themselves in.

Pavel gripped the harness with white knuckles, his face pale but determined. Amara held Nora protectively, shielding her from the worst of the wind. Kira sat behind them all, her eyes already scanning the horizon for threats.

And Callen, at the front, felt the weight of what they were attempting—a desperate chase across a dying land, toward a confrontation none of them might survive.

North, he told Kyraleth. As fast as you can manage.

I'll fly until my wings fail, the dragon replied. For the hatchling. For all of them.

The small band of desperate souls disappeared into the morning sky, chasing nightmares across a world sliding toward an uncertain future.


Chapter Twenty-Nine


THE DESPERATE CHASE



The mountains held no mercy for the desperate. Kyraleth's wings beat against air that seemed to fight back, each stroke a battle against winds that howled through the passes like wounded animals. Three days they'd been flying, stopping only when the dragon's exhaustion threatened to drop them from the sky. Now, even those brief rests weren't enough.

My wings, Kyraleth's mental voice carried pain he'd been hiding. Something tears with each beat. Old damage from the battle, getting worse.

Through their bond, Callen felt it—micro-fractures in the wing bones, membrane stretched too thin in places, muscles cramping from overuse. His dragon was destroying himself to carry them forward.

Below, the devastation stretched like a scar across the world. Entire villages stood empty, their inhabitants fled or dead. What had once been forest was now charred wasteland, trees reduced to blackened spikes. The road—if it could still be called that—bore the marks of two monsters' passage. Xyrzaleth's claw marks gouged stone, some still glowing with residual heat. Behind those came the trampled earth of the Baron's army, wagon ruts cutting deep, discarded Evolution Institute equipment scattered like metallic bones.

Pavel groaned from his position behind Kira, his face green despite three days to adjust to flight. "I'm going to—" He didn't finish the warning. The morning's meager breakfast of dried meat and stale bread joined the mountain winds, disappearing into the void below.

"Wonderful," Kira muttered, though her tone held more concern than annoyance. "That's the fourth time this morning."

"Fifth," Pavel corrected weakly. "You missed one while you were sleeping."

There, Kyraleth said, his mental voice strained. A flat place ahead. Must land. Now.

The landing was more controlled crash than graceful descent. Kyraleth's legs buckled as they touched down, his great body sliding twenty feet across frost-slicked stone before stopping. Callen barely managed to keep Nora secure in his arms as they dismounted.

What they'd found had once been a trading post—a waystation that had served the mountain routes for generations. Three stories of solid mountain stone, built to withstand winter storms and summer heat alike. The sign that had once swung above the door—"Mountain's Rest Inn and Supplies"—lay in the courtyard, the wood charred black, the painted letters still faintly visible. Now it was smoking ruins. The main building's stone walls still stood, but the roof had melted, the slate tiles running like water before hardening into grotesque formations. Wooden beams had been transformed to charcoal, some still glowing faintly red at their cores. Callen could smell it even before the visual details registered: burned wood, melted metal, and underneath, the distinctive sulfur-and-copper scent of dragon fire. Mixed with it was something worse—the sweet-sick smell of burned grain from the storage buildings, and underneath that, thankfully faint, the odor that suggested not everyone had escaped in time.

"Gods above and below," Pavel breathed, finally able to stand on solid ground. He staggered to a stone wall and leaned against it, hands on knees.

The evidence of Xyrzaleth's passage was everywhere. Claw marks in stone so deep that rainwater had pooled in them. Metal that had been wagon frames, now twisted into abstract sculptures of destruction. The ground itself bore a path of melted stone twenty feet wide, as if the dragon had breathed flame while walking.

But there were other signs too. Callen's enhanced senses picked up details that made his jaw tighten. Systematic looting—every storeroom emptied with military precision. Evolution Institute medical equipment, abandoned when its bearers fled the dragon's approach. Syringes still filled with that sickly green fluid that forced transformation, cases of surgical implements designed for grafting dragon fragments to human flesh.

"Look at this," Amara called from near what had been the stable. She knelt beside scattered papers, holding them up to catch the light. "Orders. Baron's seal. They were cataloging everything they took—food, medical supplies, even the iron from the horseshoes."

"Feeding an army takes resources," Kira observed, examining the abandoned equipment with the expression of someone recognizing old enemies. "The Baron's burning through supplies faster than expected. The transformations require massive caloric intake. His enhanced soldiers must eat three times what normal humans need."

A sound from beneath their feet made everyone freeze. It was muffled, distant, but unmistakable in the mountain quiet. Callen's hand went to his weapon, but then they heard it clearly—crying. Children crying.

"Under the building," Pavel said, already moving toward the ruined structure. "There must be cellars."

They searched systematically, Callen using his enhanced hearing to track the sound while the others pulled aside debris. The main building's floor had partially collapsed, revealing stone steps leading down into darkness. But the entrance was blocked by a massive beam, still smoking from dragon fire.

"Here," Kira called from the building's east side. "There's another way."

They found the root cellar entrance beneath collapsed timbers. The external doors, built at an angle against the building's foundation, had been buried under what looked like half the stable's roof. Working together, Callen and Pavel cleared the debris piece by careful piece, wary of shifting the weight wrong and crushing whoever was below. Kira kept watch, her hand never leaving her weapon, scanning the ruins for any sign of movement.

The heavy wooden door, reinforced with iron bands, had survived the destruction above. The metal was warm to the touch but not burning—the stone foundation had protected it from the worst of the heat.

"We're here to help," Amara called through the door. "The dragon is gone. You're safe."

The door cracked open, revealing a dirt-smeared face—a woman, perhaps thirty, clutching a rusted kitchen knife. Behind her, Callen could see others: two children, an elderly man, another woman holding an infant.

"You're not... not with him?" the woman asked, voice cracking from dehydration. "The one with the scales?"

"No," Callen said firmly. "We're pursuing him. And the dragon."

They emerged slowly, blinking in the morning light like creatures unused to sun. The family—for that's what they were, three generations of traders who'd run this post—told their story in fragments while Amara tended their injuries and shared what water they could spare.

"The dragon came first," the old man said, his voice steady despite everything. "Two days ago, near sunset. We saw him coming from miles away—like a piece of the mountain had taken wing. But strange thing was, he wasn't flying straight. Kept turning his head, like he was listening to something we couldn't hear."

"Changed direction three times while we watched," the younger woman added, bouncing the infant to keep it quiet. "Northeast, then north, then northwest. Like he was following something invisible."

Or being called by multiple sources, Kyraleth suggested through their bond, his mental voice thoughtful. If all thirteen eggs sing different songs...

Callen nodded slightly, acknowledging his dragon's insight.

The old man continued. "The army came twelve hours later. Took everything that wasn't nailed down, then took the nails too. Their leader—" He shuddered. "Didn't look entirely human anymore. Scales and worse. Kept sniffing the air like a hound, saying he could smell the dragon's rage."

They shared what supplies they could spare with the family, though it wasn't much. Amara parceled out dried meat and hardtack, while Pavel refilled their water skins from his own supply. The children—a boy of perhaps eight and a girl younger—watched with the intensity of the truly hungry. Callen noticed how they didn't grab for the food but waited for their mother's permission, discipline born of desperation.

"Take this too," Kira said, producing a small pot of salve from her pack. "For burns. You'll need it more than we will."

The family's gratitude was painful to witness—too much emotion for such small kindness. As they helped the survivors from the cellar, guiding them to a relatively intact outbuilding where they could shelter, Callen kept one eye on Nora. She'd been too quiet, her breathing too shallow.

They were just returning to Kyraleth when it happened.

Nora suddenly convulsed in Callen's arms, her entire body going rigid as if struck by lightning. Her eyes snapped open, but they were solid white, no iris or pupil visible. The scream that tore from her throat wasn't entirely human—it carried harmonics that made everyone in earshot wince, a sound that belonged to something far larger than a nine-year-old girl.

"Hold her!" Amara commanded, immediately shifting into healer mode. "Don't let her hurt herself!"

Callen pinned his daughter's arms as gently as he could while she thrashed. Through her Bridge connection, he caught fragments of what she was experiencing—overwhelming visions that crashed through her consciousness like avalanches. He saw through Xyrzaleth's eyes: the world painted in rage-red, thirteen points of light calling from the north, each one singing a different note that harmonized into something that might have been beautiful if it wasn't filtered through centuries of pain.

"Papa," Nora gasped, her voice overlapping with harmonics that shouldn't come from a human throat. "I can see him. See through him. He hears them all—all thirteen eggs calling. They sing to him of what was lost, what might be again."

Her small hand gripped his arm with strength that left bruises. "But there's something else. The Baron—he's inside Xyrzaleth's mind. Like a parasite. Feeding on the rage while forcing something. A bonding, but wrong. Backwards. He's trying to become a Dragon Singer by theft instead of trust."

"That's not possible," Pavel said, but uncertainty colored his tone.

"It shouldn't be," Callen said, his knowledge of Dragon Singer lore making him certain. "The bonds were always built on mutual choice, never forced."

"It's killing him," Nora added weakly. "But he doesn't care. He just needs to last long enough..."

She went limp in Callen's arms, unconscious again. Amara quickly checked her vital signs, her face grave.

"She can't take much more of this. Each vision damages her connection further. Her brain is trying to process dragon-scale perception through human architecture. It's like forcing an ocean through a teacup."

The afternoon sun was already tilting toward the western peaks when they took flight again. Callen held Nora tighter, feeling her tremors even through the thick traveling cloaks. Below them, the landscape told its own story of destruction—burned forests giving way to trampled meadows, streams running muddy from disturbed earth.

Pavel had finally stopped being sick, though he gripped the harness with white knuckles and kept his eyes firmly closed. Kira, by contrast, seemed to have found her balance in flight, leaning into Kyraleth's movements rather than fighting them.

They flew for another two hours before encountering the refugee column. Kyraleth spotted them first, his keen eyes picking out the moving line of humanity against the mountain road.

Not soldiers, the dragon reported. Too scattered, too slow. Refugees.

At first, Callen thought it might be the Baron's forces, but Kyraleth's sharper vision revealed the truth. Civilians, hundreds of them, fleeing north on foot and in whatever carts they'd managed to salvage.

They landed ahead of the column, choosing a flat stretch of road where the refugees would see them coming rather than appearing suddenly overhead. Even so, when people first spotted Kyraleth, a wave of panic rippled through the column. Mothers grabbed children, men reached for whatever weapons they carried—mostly tools and farming implements. Carts lurched to the side of the road as their drivers tried to turn around on the narrow mountain path.

"Peace!" Callen shouted, dismounting quickly to show he was human. "We mean no harm! We're pursuing the Baron's forces!"

It took long minutes of shouting, of Callen walking forward with his hands visible and empty, before the panic subsided. Even then, people kept their distance from Kyraleth, who had settled onto his haunches trying to look as non-threatening as a dragon could manage—which wasn't very.

The refugee column stretched back along the road farther than Callen could see—a river of human misery flowing north. They walked in family groups mostly, children on shoulders, elderly supported between younger relatives. Their clothes were torn, travel-stained, and many bore bandages from untreated wounds. The smell hit him then—unwashed bodies, infection, fear-sweat, and the particular odor of people who'd been walking for days without proper rest.

Among the refugees, Callen recognized faces from their own settlement. Henrik the baker, his left eye now covered by a dirty bandage, supporting his wife who clutched their surviving daughter. The girl—barely five—stared at everything with the hollow eyes of a child who'd seen too much. She didn't cry, didn't speak, just clutched a cloth doll that was missing its head.

"Commander," Henrik said, his voice flat with exhaustion. "Didn't expect to see you out here."

"We're pursuing the Baron and a dragon. What news from behind?"

Henrik's remaining eye narrowed. "The Baron's army is fracturing. Saw it myself when we passed their rear guard. Enhanced soldiers just... breaking. Some went mad, attacking their own units. Tearing at their scales like they were trying to rip them off. Others collapsed, their transformations failing. Bodies rejecting the fragments."

His wife spoke up, voice barely above a whisper. "We saw piles of them. The Baron's inner circle just left them by the road. Still alive, some of them. Conscious but unable to move, trapped in bodies that don't work anymore."

"How many?" Kira asked, her own scaled neck a reminder of what forced transformation could do.

"Dozens. Maybe more. The Baron only kept the volunteers—the ones who chose the change. Maybe three hundred still with him, plus his command staff."

They shared what information they could with the refugees, warning them about the destroyed trading post ahead. As the column moved on, Henrik grabbed Callen's arm.

"There's something else. We found soldiers the Baron left as markers. Living markers. Enhanced soldiers staked to the ground, kept alive by the fragments in their bodies but aware. Conscious. Three of them, placed at crossroads." His voice broke. "I couldn't just leave them like that. Neither could you, I think."

Callen's jaw tightened. He understood what Henrik was telling him. The baker had tried to give them mercy and failed. The enhanced soldiers, kept alive by the dragon fragments embedded in their flesh, were beyond a civilian's ability to kill. It would take someone with Callen's skills—or perhaps his willingness to do what was necessary—to end their suffering.

"I understand," Callen said quietly. "If we encounter them..."

"You'll do what needs doing," Henrik finished. "We both know you will."

The weight of that expectation settled on Callen's shoulders like a familiar cloak. Even now, even after everything, people expected the Nightshade when mercy required a blade.

As the sun began its descent toward the western peaks, they flew on, leaving the refugee column to its slow northward crawl. The temperature was dropping rapidly, and ice was beginning to form on Kyraleth's wing membranes. They needed shelter soon.

They made camp that night in a mountain cave, discovered when Kyraleth spotted the opening from above. The approach was treacherous—a narrow ledge that required them to dismount and lead the dragon in carefully, his bulk barely fitting through the entrance.

Inside, the cave was more extensive than it appeared, opening into a series of chambers that went deep into the mountain, and strange winds moaned through unseen passages, carrying scents of deep earth and something else—sulfur maybe, or the ghost of ancient volcanic activity.

Pavel built a small fire from wood they'd gathered on the ledge, while Amara tended to Nora, trying to bring down her fluctuating temperature. The girl's skin was hot enough to cause blisters one moment, cold as mountain stone the next.

Kira took first watch at the cave mouth while Finch hunched over Vorthak's memory sphere, the artifact's soft light illuminating his haggard face. He'd barely spoken during the journey, lost in studying the ancient dragon's memories.

"Found something," he said suddenly. "References to the Guardian. 'The one who remembers the first song, who stood witness when the world was young.' It's not just a title—it's a description. The Guardian is old, older than the first partnerships, older than the first bonds between dragons and humans."

"That's impossible," Pavel said, warming his hands by the fire. "Nothing lives that long."

"Dragons do," Callen pointed out.

"Not that long. Even the ancient ones, the dormant ones, they're maybe two thousand years old. This Guardian would have to be..." Finch calculated rapidly. "Ancient beyond measure. From before our histories began."

"Does it matter?" Kira asked from her position. "We still have to face it."

"We have to reach it first," Pavel countered. "And that means either stopping the Baron or racing him there."

"Why not both?" Kira's scarred face showed a cold smile. "The Baron's forced to follow the roads with his equipment. We can fly. Reach the grove first, deal with the Guardian, secure the eggs."

"You're talking about facing something that's guarded dragon eggs for millennia," Pavel said. "With what? Five exhausted people and a dragon who can barely fly?"

"Six," Nora said weakly from her bedroll. Everyone turned to look at her. She'd awakened without them noticing, her eyes focusing with difficulty. "And we're not trying to fight the Guardian. We're trying to ask it for help. That's different, right?"

"You should be resting," Amara said, but Nora shook her head.

"Can't rest. Every time I close my eyes, I see through his. The dragon's, I mean. And now... now I see something else." She struggled to sit up, Callen helping support her. "All the paths meet at the grove. Not just ours, not just the Baron's. Like the Guardian wants everyone there."

"Why?" Callen asked.

"Maybe something has to be decided," Nora said, her child's voice struggling with concepts too large. "The eggs have waited too long. They're dying, even in their preservation. If they're not awakened soon..." She trailed off, then looked directly at her father. "The Crystal Grove itself is awakening. I can feel it through the dragon's eyes. White light where no light should be, growing stronger."

There, Kyraleth's mental voice cut through their discussion. The dragon had been resting deeper in the cave, but now his great head rose, nostrils flaring. Look. Outside.

They rushed to the cave mouth. In the distance, perhaps five miles north, a pillar of white light rose into the night sky. It wasn't fire or any illumination Callen recognized. It seemed to exist independently of the darkness around it, neither casting shadows nor reflecting off surfaces. It simply was.

"The Crystal Grove," Finch breathed. "It has to be."

The light pulsed once, twice, three times, then faded back to a steady glow.

"A summons," Nora said with certainty. "Or a warning. Maybe both."

They stood at the cave mouth, watching that impossible light, knowing that tomorrow they would fly toward it. Toward the Baron, toward Xyrzaleth, toward a Guardian whose nature remained a mystery.

Toward thirteen eggs that could reshape the world, if any of them survived to claim them.


Chapter Thirty


THE THIRTEEN EGGS



The final approach to the Crystal Grove took them through mountain passes that narrowed to barely dragon-width, forcing Kyraleth to fold his wings tight and glide through spaces that left scales scraping stone. Days of hard flight had brought them here, following paths that existed on no map, guided only by the memory sphere's vague directions and Nora's increasingly urgent visions.

They flew above the tree line now, where the air was thin and cold. Ice formed on Kyraleth's wings with every beat, requiring constant adjustment to maintain altitude. The mountains here were ancient, their peaks worn smooth by countless winters, their valleys filled with snow that never melted.

"There," Nora said weakly, pointing to a gap between two peaks that looked identical to dozens they'd already passed. "Through there. I can feel them singing."

The pass she indicated seemed impossible—a vertical slash in the mountain face barely wide enough for a single person, let alone a dragon. But as they approached, Callen saw it was an optical illusion. The entrance was angled in such a way that it appeared sealed until you were directly in front of it, then opened into a winding canyon.

They dismounted, knowing Kyraleth couldn't navigate the narrow passage. The dragon would have to wait here, keeping watch.

I don't like this, Kyraleth said, his mental voice tight with concern. You'll be beyond my reach in there.

We don't have a choice, Callen replied. Guard the entrance. If we're not back by sunset⁠—

I'll come for you, the dragon interrupted. Narrow pass or not.

The canyon wound through the mountain for what felt like hours but was probably less than one. The walls rose hundreds of feet on either side, so close in places that they had to move single file. Ancient carved steps, worn nearly smooth, suggested this path had been used long ago, though not recently. Ice made every footstep treacherous.

Finally, the canyon opened, and there it was.

The Crystal Grove occupied a hidden valley, completely enclosed by sheer mountain walls. It was perhaps half a mile across, carpeted in grass that had an odd silver sheen in the morning light—not magical, just a variety adapted to the unique conditions here. Thirteen stone pillars rose from the earth in a perfect circle, each one carved with Dragon Singer glyphs so old the language was barely recognizable. At the grove's heart stood what might have been a temple once, now mostly collapsed, its remaining walls showing signs of recent violence.

But the scene was scarred by battle.

Several of the pillars showed deep cracks, as if something massive had struck them. The silver grass was blackened in vast patches, burned by dragon fire that had scorched the earth down to bedrock. The central structure had been partially torn apart, massive stones scattered as if thrown by an angry giant.

And there was Xyrzaleth.

The ancient dragon lay at the grove's eastern edge, his massive form stretched across nearly a quarter of the valley. But "massive" didn't do justice to his condition—he looked deflated, as if something was draining him from within. His breathing came in ragged gasps, each exhale sending waves of heat that made the air shimmer. Scales fell from his body with every movement, revealing raw flesh beneath that wept blood and clear fluid. Where they touched the silver grass, the blades blackened and crumbled to ash.

The Baron's forces had established a perimeter around the grove. Three groups of enhanced soldiers, perhaps fifty in total, stood guard at key positions. Their transformations were more stable than the failed experiments Callen had seen before—these were volunteers who'd survived the process. Dragon scales covered parts of their bodies in patches, mostly along the arms and neck, providing armor without the total coverage that would inhibit movement. They carried modified weapons, spears and swords designed to channel the energy their transformations gave them.

Around three of the eggs, smaller groups had formed circles—four soldiers per egg, positioned at compass points. Equipment from the Evolution Institute had been arranged with military precision. Surgical tables stood ready, their surfaces covered in restraints sized for creatures larger than humans. Metal cases held rows of syringes filled with that familiar green fluid that forced transformation. Most disturbing were the devices Callen didn't recognize—frameworks of metal and wire that looked designed to hold something while it changed shape, containers filled with a viscous substance that moved without being touched, and at the center of it all, a chair surrounded by cables that ran to each of the three targeted eggs.

At the grove's heart, beside the damaged structure, stood Baron Cornelius Selwyn.

Scales had begun to manifest across his exposed skin—patches of them spreading along his forearms, creeping up his neck, dotting his face in irregular patterns. They weren't the smooth, uniform scales of a dragon or even the neat patches his enhanced soldiers bore. These grew chaotically, some overlapping, others leaving gaps of raw, irritated skin between them. The scales themselves varied in size and thickness—some barely visible, others raised enough to catch the light. Where they clustered too densely on his forearms, they clearly restricted movement. Where they grew sparsely, the surrounding skin looked inflamed, as if his body was rejecting its own transformation.

His face remained his own—the same aristocratic features, the same cold eyes, the same thin-lipped mouth that could smile while ordering atrocities. But now scales dotted his cheeks and forehead like a disease, pulling the skin in places, creating an asymmetry that hadn't been there before. The scales along his jaw caught the light differently than those on his temples, as if they'd grown at different times, different rates.

His hands bore the heaviest concentration—scales covering them almost completely, making his fingers stiff and clumsy when he moved them. Blood seeped between some of the scales where the skin had torn from the unnatural growth.

He wore the same military coat he'd favored, though now it hung open, revealing more scales spreading across his chest in uneven patches. When he moved, it was with the careful control of someone hiding pain, each gesture deliberate and minimal.

"Welcome," Baron said. "I've been expecting you. The Guardian spoke of your coming before I... convinced it to rest."

The Guardian. Callen's eyes searched the grove, finding no sign of the ancient protector the texts had described. Only the damaged central structure suggested something had been here, something that had fought and lost.

Be ready, Kyraleth warned as they landed at the grove's edge. This place is wrong. Everything here is wrong.

As they dismounted, Nora gasped. Her eyes had locked onto the grove's interior, where the eggs waited.

They were beautiful and terrible. Each one stood about two feet tall, cradled in natural depressions in the silver grass. They were like captured storms—one swirled with internal fire that never consumed its shell, another seemed filled with flowing water that moved in impossible patterns, a third contained what looked like condensed starlight.

And there, near the grove's center, stood one that was different from all the others.

Silver like polished metal, but shot through with veins of gold that pulsed with each labored breath the ancient dragon took. Even from a distance, Callen could feel the connection between father and unhatched daughter, a link that had endured centuries of separation.

"They're sleeping," Nora whispered. "They've been sleeping so long they've forgotten how to wake up. They need... they need songs. The right songs, sung by the right voices."

The Baron laughed, the sound sharp and bitter in the mountain air. "Songs. Yes. The Guardian told me about songs before we came to an understanding. But I've found a better way."

He walked toward the nearest egg, his movements stiff and painful—the scales restricted his mobility, Callen realized. Every step seemed to hurt.

"The Evolution Institute's greatest innovation wasn't forced transformation," the Baron continued, gesturing to the chair surrounded by cables. "It was discovering how to override the bonding process. Why wait for a dragon to choose you when you can simply impose your will?"

The soldiers around the three eggs were doing something that Callen couldn't see. The eggs began to pulse in response, their inner light brightening and dimming in irregular patterns. Hairline cracks appeared in their shells—not the clean breaks of natural hatching, but spider-web fractures spreading from single points of pressure.

"Thirteen dragons," the Baron continued, his scarred face attempting a smile that his scaled skin couldn't quite form. "Thirteen forced bonds to thirteen of my most loyal followers. Each one connected to me through the links we've developed. Their power flowing upward, concentrated in a single point of control. An army of dragons, all serving one master."

"You're insane," Pavel said flatly. "Forced bonds don't create Dragon Singers. They create broken things that die within days."

"My dear friend Stark thought the same," the Baron replied, glancing at Kira. "Yet his daughter stands before us, functional despite her forced changes. I've learned from his crude attempts. Refined the process. The volunteers who survive the initial transformation are remarkably stable."

He moved to the chair at the center of the equipment, lowering himself carefully. The cables were immediately attached to points along his scaled arms and neck by waiting technicians.

From where he lay, Xyrzaleth tried to rise. The movement sent visible waves of agony through both dragon and Baron—their forced connection transmitting every sensation. The ancient dragon's legs trembled, his wings spread weakly, but he managed to lift his great head.

His eyes, clouded with pain and rage, fixed on the silver and gold egg.

Cannot... protect... her...

The mental voice was broken, each word a struggle. Through Nora's Bridge connection, Callen felt the depth of the dragon's anguish. Centuries of imprisonment, awakening to find the world changed, racing here on hope that had turned to despair.

Baron laughed again. "You brought me exactly where I needed to go. Your rage led me straight to them. Even now, your fury feeds me, gives me the power I need to break these shells and claim what's inside."

He raised his hand, and the forced connection between him and Xyrzaleth flared to life. The dragon roared in agony as the Baron began pulling power through their link—not the gentle exchange of a true bond, but a violent extraction that made both of them shudder.

"No!" Callen was already moving, sprinting across the silver grass toward the Baron. But he'd only made it halfway when the enhanced soldiers reacted.

The first one caught him with a shoulder charge that would have broken ribs if not for his partial transformation. Scales rippled across Callen's arms as he rolled with the impact, coming up with his blade drawn. The soldier—a young man whose neck and arms bore neat rows of scales—attacked with speed, his spear crackling with stolen dragon energy.

Callen parried, but the force drove him back. Another soldier joined the first, then another. They fought with coordinated precision, clearly trained to work as a unit. Every time Callen tried to break through, they closed ranks, forcing him to defend.

To his left, Pavel and Kira were similarly engaged. Pavel's Pyrin fire met the enhanced strength of two soldiers who seemed immune to the heat. Their scales glowed cherry-red but didn't burn. Kira fought three at once, her own transformation giving her the speed to match them, but no more. She was holding them, not winning.

Amara had grabbed Nora, pulling her back toward the canyon entrance, but a group of soldiers had moved to block their retreat. Amara's face was grim as she positioned herself between the soldiers and her daughter.

The soldier Callen fought pressed forward, his spear a blur of motion. Callen's blade met it, turned it aside, but another soldier's sword came from his blind spot. He twisted, taking the blow on his scaled shoulder rather than his neck. The impact drove him to one knee.

Through the melee, he could see the Baron, pulling more power from Xyrzaleth. The ancient dragon was trying to resist, his massive form thrashing weakly, but he was too damaged, too drained from his rampage and the forced flight here.

The first egg's cracks widened. Light began to spill through—not the gentle glow of natural hatching but harsh, violent brightness. The soldiers around it stepped back, one selected volunteer moving forward with a syringe of green fluid.

"Stop this!" Callen roared, driving his blade through a gap in his opponent's scales. The soldier gasped, stumbled back, but another immediately took his place. There were too many. They'd been outmaneuvered, outnumbered.

The volunteer at the cracking egg knelt, syringe ready. The shell split further, revealing movement within—something stirring after centuries of sleep, waking into a world of violence and coercion.

Pavel went down, a spear through his thigh. Kira was backed against one of the pillars, blood running from multiple wounds. They were losing.

The stolen power flowed into the Baron's scaled body, and for a moment, his scales aligned properly. His posture straightened, the pain leaving his face. He looked almost like what a Dragon Singer should be.

Then the moment passed, and his body convulsed, scales flaking away in patches to reveal burned flesh beneath. But he held on, teeth gritted, pulling more power despite the obvious agony.

"I don't need to hold it long," the Baron gasped through the pain. "Just long enough to break thirteen shells. Just long enough to forge thirteen bonds. Long enough to make thirteen dragon singers."

The first egg split completely open.


Chapter Thirty-One


THE FORCED SINGER



The first egg's shell split with a wet, tearing sound that made Callen's stomach turn. It was wrong—everything about it was wrong. Natural hatching created clean breaks, the shell falling away in neat sections. This was more like watching something claw its way out of a wound.

The dragonet that emerged was premature, unready for the world. Its scales were soft, translucent, revealing the network of blood vessels beneath that pulsed with each labored heartbeat. Where a healthy hatchling's scales would gleam with inner fire, these were dull, clouded. Its wings, which should have unfurled proudly, hung limp and unformed, the membrane between the bones so thin that light passed through it.

Most disturbing were its eyes—or where its eyes should have been. The sockets were there, but covered with a milky film, not yet fully developed. The dragonet mewled, a sound that belonged in no throat, dragon or otherwise. It was the cry of something that should still be sleeping, forced into consciousness before its time. Its head swayed blindly, searching for warmth, for the comforting presence of a parent that would never come.

The Baron gestured to the premature dragonet with cold satisfaction. "A perfect test subject," he announced to his assembled soldiers. "Watch and learn how to forge a bond through will alone."

The designated soldier approached with visible reluctance. He was young, perhaps twenty, with the neat patches of scales that marked him as one of the Baron's successful volunteers. His hands trembled as he held the syringe of green fluid—the concentrated essence that would force the transformation to completion.

"Do it," the Baron commanded from his chair, cables still connecting him to the stolen power. "Show them the future."

The soldier knelt beside the writhing dragonet. Callen could see him steeling himself, jaw clenched as he pressed the syringe to his own neck. The needle went in smoothly, the green fluid disappearing into his bloodstream. Then, before the transformation could begin, he placed his hand on the dragonet's soft skull.

The reaction was immediate and violent.

Scales erupted across the soldier's skin—not the controlled growth of his initial transformation but a chaotic explosion. They burst through his uniform, through his skin, growing at different rates and angles. Some pushed outward; others seemed to grow inward, piercing muscle. His scream mixed with the dragonet's as the forced bonding began.

Callen could feel it through the drift—two consciousnesses slamming together with no preparation, no compatibility, no choice. The soldier's human thoughts crashed into the dragonet's primitive instincts. Neither could accommodate the other. It was like forcing two pieces from different puzzles together, breaking both in the process.

Through his bond with Kyraleth, Callen felt his dragon's revulsion. This is not how it should be, Kyraleth's mental voice carried harmonics of grief and rage. When we first touched minds, it was like... like finding the missing half of a song. Joy and terror together, but willing. This is violation.

Callen remembered that moment, feeling Kyraleth's consciousness approach his with curious gentleness. What he witnessed now was the opposite of everything a true bonding should be.

The dragonet's mewling rose to a shriek as the foreign mind invaded its barely-formed consciousness. Its soft scales began to harden rapidly, too rapidly, cracking as they formed. Blood seeped between them. Its blind eyes snapped open, revealing irises that couldn't focus, pupils that contracted and dilated without pattern.

The soldier's body was rejecting the accelerated transformation. His skeleton was trying to reshape itself, bones lengthening and shortening simultaneously. One arm grew longer than the other. His spine curved, then straightened, then curved again. The scales that had erupted so violently began to slough off, taking skin with them.

"Hold the connection!" the Baron shouted, but it was already too late.

The soldier's eyes rolled back, blood streaming from his nose and ears. The dragonet's shrieking cut off abruptly. For a moment, both were still, locked in a grotesque embrace.

Then both collapsed. The soldier's body convulsed once, twice, then stopped. The dragonet gave a single, shuddering breath before going limp. In less than three minutes, both were dead—the soldier's body unable to contain the transformation, the dragonet's mind shattered by the forced invasion.

The grove fell silent except for the Baron's harsh breathing. Somewhere in the distance, Callen heard Nora sobbing—whether for the lost dragonet or from her connection to its final moments of terror, he couldn't tell.

One egg destroyed. Twelve remaining. And the Baron was already turning toward Xyrzaleth with new purpose in his eyes. He gestured to one of his aides, who hurried forward with a notebook.

"Subject expired due to accelerated systemic rejection," the Baron dictated calmly. "The consciousness must be stronger, more established for the process to succeed." His gaze shifted to Xyrzaleth, still pinned by spears, his massive form trembling with exhaustion and pain. "We've been thinking too small. Why force a bond with an unformed mind when a fully developed consciousness lies before us?"

Understanding dawned on Callen with cold horror. The Baron didn't want to bond with a dragonet. He wanted Xyrzaleth—a mind that had endured centuries, even if that endurance had driven it to madness.

Through their bond, Kyraleth's fury blazed like dragon fire. He seeks to steal what cannot be taken. Ancient consciousness, centuries of memory, wisdom earned through suffering—he would make it his trophy.

Valengrim's preserved consciousness stirred within Callen's chest, the fragment burning with outrage that transcended words. The ancient dragon had chosen preservation over corruption, had willingly entered crystal sleep rather than face such violation. To see another consciousness face the same threat through force rather than choice awakened protective instincts that had slumbered for centuries.

"Recalibrate the equipment," the Baron ordered his remaining soldiers. "Keep the other eggs contained but unopened. We'll need them once I've established the primary bond."

"Papa," Nora's voice was weak but urgent. Through the chaos of the battle, she'd managed to crawl closer to the eggs, Amara trying to shield her while fending off soldiers. "The Guardian... it's not gone."

Through her Bridge nature, Nora's perception went deeper than normal sight. She could see currents of power that flowed beneath the surface of things, connections that bound the grove together in ways that transcended simple geography. And beneath the silver grass, beneath the stones of the ruined temple, something vast stirred.

"It's been here all along," she whispered, her gold-flecked eyes wide with revelation. "The Guardian isn't a person or a creature. It's... it's the first egg. The very first dragon egg ever made, but it chose never to hatch. It's been sleeping, waiting, watching."

Images flooded through her connection—not memories but impressions. An egg laid when the world was young, when dragons were new. But this egg had been different. The consciousness within had grown, matured, gained wisdom, all without ever breaking its shell. It had chosen to remain unborn, to be a guardian rather than a dragon.

"The Baron didn't defeat it," Nora continued, her voice growing stronger with understanding. "It chose to observe. It's been testing him, testing all of us."

Xyrzaleth understood what the Baron intended before anyone else. The weakened dragon's eyes, clouded with pain, suddenly blazed with desperate clarity. With strength born of pure paternal terror, he began dragging himself across the grove toward his daughter's egg.

His claws gouged deep furrows in the earth. Scales continued to fall from his body, leaving a trail of blood and discarded pieces of himself. But he moved, inch by agonizing inch, toward the silver and gold shell that held his last hope.

"Stop him," the Baron commanded coldly.

Three soldiers moved to intercept, their spears crackling with energy. They drove them deep into Xyrzaleth's flanks, between the plates where the scales had fallen away. The dragon's roar of anguish shook the mountains, causing small avalanches on distant peaks. Birds fled from trees miles away. In the settlement, those few who remained felt the sound in their bones.

But still he crawled forward, his claws reaching, straining toward his daughter's egg. Just a few more feet. Just a little further.

More spears found their mark. One pierced through his wing membrane. Another sank deep into his shoulder. Xyrzaleth's strength finally failed. He collapsed just short of his goal, one claw extended toward the egg but not quite touching it.

Cannot... protect... her...

The mental voice was beyond broken now—just fragments of thought held together by will alone.

"Bring the cables," the Baron ordered, rising from his chair with careful precision. His scaled skin cracked with the movement, weeping clear fluid, but he ignored the pain. "If the dragon won't come to me, I'll go to him."

Technicians scrambled to comply, dragging heavy cables across the grove. They attached them to Xyrzaleth's exposed flesh with metal clamps that bit deep. The dragon was too weak to resist physically, though Callen could feel his mental struggle through the drift—a consciousness trying to close itself off, to die rather than be taken.

But the Baron had learned from his failures. He didn't try to force the connection immediately. Instead, he produced a small crystalline object from his robes—a fragment that pulsed with familiar yet wrong energies.

Callen's blood turned to ice as recognition struck him. "That's one of Valengrim's fragments," he breathed, horror making his voice barely audible. "But it's been corrupted."

Through his chest, he felt Valengrim's consciousness recoil in agony. The preserved dragon could sense his stolen essence—pieces of himself that had been taken, broken down, and rebuilt for this monstrous purpose. The fragments weren't just dragon scales made into conduits; they were pieces of Valengrim himself, twisted and perverted to serve the Baron's will.

"Impossible," Callen whispered. "There weren't any other fragments."

But even as he said it, he knew it wasn't true. Someone had collected those pieces, painstakingly reconstructed them, changed them. The Baron hadn't just learned to create artificial dragon fragments—he'd learned to corrupt real ones.

Callen broke through the line of soldiers with desperate fury. His blade sang as it moved, its edge designed specifically to disrupt the artificial enhancements the Baron's soldiers bore. Sparks flew as the blade met enhanced armor, but it cut through where normal steel would have failed.

Pavel fought beside him, Pyrin fire erupting from his hands in controlled bursts that sent soldiers scrambling for cover. His flames weren't the wild destruction of untrained power but precise strikes—fire that burned armor without spreading to allies, heat that stunned without killing. Years of training at the Academy showed in every movement.

Kira used her own transformation, her body shifting to match the soldiers' enhanced speed. Her form blurred as she moved, borrowed abilities allowing her to keep pace with enemies whose bodies had been permanently altered. She struck with surgical precision, targeting the connection points of their armor, the weak spots where human flesh met artificial enhancement.

They were so close. Callen could see the Baron placing his scaled hand on Xyrzaleth's massive head, could see the corrupted fragment in his other hand beginning to glow with sickly light. The cables attached to the dragon began to pulse with transferred power, but this wasn't the clean energy of true dragon essence—this was something tainted, hungry.

But they were too late.

The connection formed like lightning finding ground. Both the Baron and Xyrzaleth convulsed as their minds collided—not the gentle meeting of compatible souls but a violent collision of consciousness. The Baron's human ambition smashed into Xyrzaleth's ancient rage. Neither yielded, neither merged. They simply tore at each other, each trying to dominate.

For a moment, it seemed the Baron had miscalculated. His body began to shake violently, scales cracking and reforming. Blood ran from his eyes and nose. Xyrzaleth's rage, centuries of it, poured into him like molten metal into a mold too small to contain it.

Through his connection to the drift, Callen felt the wrongness of what was happening. This wasn't partnership—it was theft. The Baron wasn't accepting Xyrzaleth's consciousness; he was devouring it, using the corrupted fragments as a filter to steal what he wanted while discarding the rest.

Callen watched in horror as the Baron's body stabilized, finding a balance between human and dragon through pure force of will backed by stolen power. The Baron's scales aligned, becoming uniform, organized. His eyes, when they opened, bore the vertical pupils of a dragon. But the intelligence behind them was still human—human ambition now armed with dragon fury and ancient knowledge ripped from its rightful owner.

"I am becoming what the world needs," the Baron said, and his voice carried harmonics it shouldn't possess—the layered tones that marked true Dragon Singers. But underneath was something else, a rumble of barely contained rage that belonged to Xyrzaleth. "A Dragon Singer who takes rather than asks. Who commands rather than partners."

Callen watched, feeling sick, as the Baron's theft continued. Through the cables and the corrupted fragments, Xyrzaleth's life was being drained away. Not just his consciousness, but his very essence—centuries of accumulated wisdom, power, and memory flowing into the Baron's body like wine being poured from one vessel to another.

The ancient dragon's eyes were dimming, but not in death. Something worse—they were becoming empty, consciousness being pulled away like water through a siphon. Xyrzaleth's massive form shuddered as pieces of himself disappeared into the Baron's hungry mind.

The grove fell silent except for the sound of the Baron's breathing, now deeper, more resonant. He stood, cables falling away, and for the first time moved without visible pain. The scales that covered him were perfect now—smooth, organized, functional.

He had become what he'd sought to create: a forced Dragon Singer, powered by theft rather than trust.

And twelve eggs still remained.


Chapter Thirty-Two


WHAT DRAGONS CHOOSE



The transformation was wrong.

Where Callen's shifts between human and dragon moved with fluid grace—scales emerging like water finding its course—Baron's body tore itself apart trying to become something it was never meant to be. His shoulders cracked and expanded, the enhanced scales from his experiments rupturing as something larger tried to push through. His neck elongated in jerking motions, each vertebra grinding against the next with sounds that made even his enhanced soldiers step back.

"You cannot steal what must be given," Nora said, her child's voice carrying the weight of centuries. The white flame around her had settled into a steady corona, neither aggressive nor defensive—simply present, like starlight given form.

Baron's response came as a roar that was neither human nor dragon. His jaw had distended, trying to accommodate teeth that grew at impossible angles. One arm had stretched to nearly twice its normal length while the other remained human-sized, creating a grotesque asymmetry. The cables he'd been using to drain the eggs sparked and smoked where the transformation disrupted their connections, the same cables that had already forced one dragonet to die in a failed bonding attempt.

Amara stared at what her father had become, her healer's instincts warring with revulsion. "You're not even human anymore," she said, her voice hollow. "Whatever you were trying to become, Father, this isn't it."

"I am evolution itself!" Baron snarled through his distorted mouth, though the words came out slurred and wet.

Through their bond, Callen felt Kyraleth's revulsion. That is not transformation. It is desecration.

The forced bond with Xyrzaleth made it worse. Where a true Dragon Singer's connection flowed like a river joining the sea, Baron had created a wound between two beings, forcing energy through channels that shouldn't exist. The dying eastern dragon's rage poured through that wound, centuries of grief and fury flooding into a vessel too small to contain it.

"Father," Xyrzaleth wheezed, his massive head turning toward the eggs with desperate hope. Even dying, even maddened by his forced awakening, the paternal instinct remained. "Father is... here..."

The silver and gold egg pulsed in response, a sound like a heartbeat made of music. The crack along its surface widened infinitesimally, not the violent rupture of forced hatching but the careful pressure of choice.

Baron lurched toward the eggs, his movements a horrible mixture of human stumbling and draconic lurching. His transformed arm—now covered in scales that wept blood and clear fluid from his earlier experiments—reached for the nearest cable, the same equipment that had already killed one of his soldiers in the forced bonding attempt.

"If I cannot have them whole," he gasped through his distorted mouth, "I'll take their essence. Every drop of power, every fragment of potential⁠—"

Callen moved to intercept, but the ground beneath them cracked. Not the simple fracturing of stone under pressure, but something deliberate. Geometric. The entire grove floor was a pattern, he realized, and it was waking up.

"Stand back," Nora said, and even Baron's enhanced soldiers obeyed without thought, their modifications responding to an authority older than kingdoms.

The cracks spread outward from the central point where Nora stood, racing between the thirteen pillars in precise lines. Where they met, the earth fell away, revealing not soil but shell. Pearl-white shell that extended down into darkness, its surface covered in the same glyphs that marked the pillars.

Because the entire ground was a dragon shell.

The ground—the shell—began to move. Not the violent thrashing of birth, but a slow, deliberate shifting. Baron's equipment toppled as sections of shell rose and fell in patterns that suggested breathing. His soldiers scattered, their discipline finally breaking in the face of something their modifications couldn't fight.

Through the gaps in the shell, light began to emerge. Not fire, not the white flame of Nora's power, but something older. The light of stars before names, of potential before choice.

"You would steal children," a voice said that came from everywhere and nowhere, each word making the pillars resonate. "You would force bonds that should be chosen. You would make weapons of those meant to be partners."

Nora's breath caught. Her gold-flecked eyes went wide with sudden understanding.

"The sad voice," she whispered. "It was you. All this time—the voice like someone watching from very far away, speaking through deep water. You've been trying to reach us. Trying to warn us."

The Guardian's light pulsed in response, and when it spoke again, the ancient loneliness in its tone was unmistakable. "For centuries I have called. For centuries, none could hear. You were the first, Bridge-child, to almost understand. The first to listen."

Tears streamed down Nora's face. "You've been so alone."

"I chose to be," the Guardian replied, and beneath the sorrow was something like peace. "But I am glad, at the end, to finally be heard. For centuries I have called," the Guardian said. "Because the Silence is not merely quiet. It is the Hunger that eats the Drift. It wakes when the last star falls, and it does not stop until the song of the world is ended. You have bought time, Bridge-child, but the Silence has already heard us."

Baron tried to respond, but his throat had transformed too far. Only gargling sounds emerged as his body continued its horrific change. His shoulder blades bulged and split, but instead of wings, writhing tentacles of flesh emerged, neither human nor dragon but something aberrant. They flailed uselessly, spraying blood and clear fluid with each spasm.

"This wasn't supposed to happen," one of Baron's officers managed, his enhanced body trembling as the Guardian's presence pressed against them all. "The Lord Regent promised controlled evolution⁠—"

"The Lord Regent is dead," Amara said coldly from behind Kira. "Killed by the man you follow, using the weapon he stole from my daughter."

The revelation rippled through the enhanced soldiers. Some had known, clearly, but others showed genuine shock through their modified features.

"Lies," another soldier started, but Baron's distorted laugh cut him off.

"Truth," Baron managed to force through his malformed throat. "Necessary truth. The old order... had to fall... for the new to rise." He turned toward Xyrzaleth, the forced bond between them pulsing with stolen power. "You feel it too, don't you, ancient one? The world changing. Magic going wild. Soon there will be no choice but evolution or death."

The eastern dragon's eyes, clouded with pain and madness, suddenly cleared. For a moment, the centuries of wisdom showed through the rage.

"Choice," Xyrzaleth rumbled, his voice like distant thunder. "There is always... choice."

He began to move—not toward Baron or the eggs, but toward the center of the grove. Each step was agony, scales falling like rain, leaving bloody footprints on the Guardian's shell. But he moved with purpose now, not rage.

"What are you doing?" Baron demanded, trying to maintain the forced bond, to control the dragon he'd claimed.

"Choosing," Xyrzaleth replied. He lowered his massive head until his eyes were level with Nora's small form. "Bridge-child. You showed them options—sleep, death, or waking. I choose... a fourth path."

Nora's eyes widened with understanding. "You can't. The energy required⁠—"

"Is mine to give." The dragon's gaze moved to the silver and gold egg. "My daughter has waited centuries for a partner. Let her wait no more."

Baron's scream cut through the grove as Callen watched the forced bond begin to change. Through his own dragon-touched senses, he could feel the energy reversing—instead of Baron stealing from Xyrzaleth, the dying dragon was pulling Baron into something else entirely. The cables connecting Baron to the eggs began to glow white-hot, conducting power in the wrong direction.

"What's happening?" Pavel shouted from where he protected Finch.

"Xyrzaleth is choosing to give rather than have it stolen," Nora said weakly. "And Baron can't let go—he built the connection too well."

Baron tried to tear the cables free, but they had fused to his transformed flesh. His elongated arm spasmed, trying to reach the release mechanisms, but his distorted fingers could no longer manipulate the controls.

"No!" Baron lurched forward, trying to reach the eggs physically, but Callen was there, blade singing as it met Baron's malformed claw. The impact sent shockwaves through the grove, human determination against corrupted strength.

"You wanted dragon power," Callen said, pressing the attack. "Now live with the consequences."

They fought across the cracking shell of the Guardian, Baron's grotesque form giving him reach and strength but robbing him of coordination. His human mind couldn't properly control the draconic parts, while the dragon aspects fought against human limitations. He was powerful but graceless, dangerous but imprecise.

Callen embraced both natures fully now. When Baron's elongated arm swept toward him, he didn't just dodge—he flowed like Kyraleth in flight, his movements taking on the liquid grace of a dragon in air. His partial transformation wasn't just scales and strength, but something deeper. Through his bond with Kyraleth and the fragment of Valengrim within, he moved with the accumulated wisdom of dragons.

Baron brought his malformed claw down in a crushing blow that would have shattered stone. Callen met it with his blade, but more than that—he met it with understanding. The blade found the precise point where Baron's transformation was weakest, where human bone tried to support dragon muscle. The strike didn't just cut; it severed the very connection between Baron's warring natures.

Baron howled, black blood spraying from the wound. He lashed out wildly, his tentacle-like protrusions from his back whipping through the air. One caught Callen across the chest, sending him rolling. But even as he rolled, Callen was transforming—not into a dragon, but into something uniquely his. Scales flowed across his skin like water, claws extended from his fingers, and when he came to his feet, his eyes blazed with dragon fire.

"You're the abomination," Baron snarled, his voice barely human now.

"No," Callen said, his own voice carrying harmonics of Kyraleth's mental tone. "I'm a partnership. That's what you never understood."

He pressed the attack, each strike guided by three consciousnesses working in harmony—his own training, Kyraleth's instincts, and Valengrim's ancient memories. His blade sang through the air, finding every gap in Baron's corrupted defenses, drawing more of that black blood that hissed and steamed where it hit the Guardian's shell.

Meanwhile, Xyrzaleth had reached the silver and gold egg. His breathing was labored now, each exhale sending waves of heat that made the air shimmer.

"I give what was stolen," he said, and light began to flow from him into the egg. Not the violent extraction Baron had attempted, but a gentle transfer—a father's gift to his child. "Let her choose her path with power freely given, not taken."

The egg's response was immediate. The crack along its surface blazed with light, and a sound emerged—not the discordant screaming of forced hatching but something like singing. The other twelve eggs responded in harmony, their songs interweaving into something that made the ancient pillars glow.

Through the forced bond he'd created, Callen could sense Baron's connection to Xyrzaleth weakening. The power he'd been stealing began to flow backward, pulled by Xyrzaleth's will. The Baron's malformed body started to collapse, the dragon aspects failing without the stolen energy to sustain them.

"This isn't over," the Baron snarled at Callen, using a burst of corrupted flame to create distance between them. "I still have the Institute. Still have the Lord Regent's seal. Still have⁠—"

The silver and gold egg cracked fully open.

The dragonet that emerged was unlike anything Callen had seen in his journeys or heard in Kyraleth's inherited memories. Her scales shifted between silver and gold with each movement, creating patterns that made his eyes water trying to track them. She was small—no larger than a house cat—but her presence filled the grove.

She looked first at Xyrzaleth, her father, who had given everything to grant her choice. A sound like mourning emerged from her throat, harmonizing with his labored breathing.

"Live well," Xyrzaleth whispered. The fires in his eyes, which had burned with centuries of madness, finally cooled to the soft gray of ash. For the first time in a millennium, he was not in pain. He exhaled, and the breath didn't stop—it simply became the dust that swirled around his daughter,and then his eyes closed for the final time. His body didn't collapse—it transformed, scales becoming like stone, then crystal, then light itself. In moments, where a dying dragon had lain, there was only a pattern of silver and gold dust that swirled once around his daughter before settling into the grove's ancient ground.

The dragonet turned to look at the assembled humans. Her eyes—one silver, one gold—studied each in turn. Baron reached toward her with his one remaining human hand, greed overcoming caution.

She hissed, and frost formed on his fingers, forcing him to jerk back. Then she moved, not walking but flowing like liquid metal, until she stood before Kira.

For a long moment, dragon and human simply looked at each other. Then the dragonet climbed onto Kira's lap, her tiny claws careful not to pierce cloth or skin. A sound emerged from her throat—not words but something like singing, harmonizing with a frequency only Kira could hear.

Kira's scarred hands trembled as she touched the dragonet's scales. "You're choosing me?" she whispered. "After everything I've done?"

The dragonet pressed her small head against Kira's palm in answer. The bond that formed between them was instant and absolute—not forced but freely given, two beings recognizing something in each other that completed what was missing.

"Xyrsanthe," Kira breathed, the name coming to her through the bond. "Your name is Xyrsanthe."

Baron's scream of rage shattered the moment. His body, robbed of the power sustaining its transformation, had begun to collapse in on itself. Bones that had elongated now snapped back to human proportions, tearing muscle and tendon. Wings crumbled like burned paper. The scales he'd cultivated through months of experimentation flaked away, revealing flesh that had forgotten how to be human.

Baron turned toward his remaining soldiers, but they were backing away. Without the Lord Regent's authority, without the promise of controlled transformation, seeing what their leader had become—their loyalty crumbled.

"Sir," one officer said carefully, "perhaps we should withdraw. Regroup. The capital will need⁠—"

"The capital will burn before I surrender!" Baron lurched toward the central point where the Guardian's consciousness resided. He pulled something from his ruined coat—a device of some sort with stones embedded in it were the deep purple of corrupted dragon essence, and they pulsed with unstable energy.

"Baron, no!" Several of his own soldiers moved to stop him, remembering the horror of watching their comrade and the dragonet die in the failed forced bonding.

But the Baron activated it before anyone could reach him. Purple energy lashed out in all directions, striking the pillars, the eggs, the very air itself. Callen felt Valengrim's fragment burn in his chest—not with pain but with purpose. The ancient dragon's consciousness, preserved for so long, suddenly surged forward.

Now, Valengrim's voice echoed in Callen's mind. I have waited for this moment. Let me flow through you one last time.

Callen didn't resist. He opened himself to the fragment's power, feeling Valengrim's essence merge with his own. His partial transformation deepened, scales covering his entire body now, but maintaining human form. He stood between the Baron's corrupted energy and the eggs, arms spread wide.

"Nora!" he called out. "The Bridge—I need⁠—"

But his daughter was already there, white flame flowing from her small form to wrap around him. Not burning but connecting, creating a conduit between Callen and the Guardian's ancient consciousness below.

Through that connection, Callen felt the Guardian's vast awareness touch his mind. It didn't speak—it was beyond words—but it acted. The pearl shell beneath them pulsed with light that rose through Callen's scaled form, through Nora's white flame, and met the Baron's corruption head-on.

The two forces collided. Where the Baron's energy sought to destroy, the Guardian's power simply... absorbed. Transformed. Purified. The corruption became white light, then faded to nothing.

The Baron's device cracked, then shattered. The backlash threw him to the ground, his grotesque transformation finally failing completely. In moments, he lay on the pearl shell, human again but broken. His hair had gone white, his face aged decades in seconds. His hands, which had wielded such terrible power, now shook with palsy.

Callen stood over him, still partially transformed, his blade raised. One strike would end it.

"Do it," the Baron whispered, his voice a rasp. "Give me that much honor."

Callen looked down at the broken man who had caused so much death, so much suffering. Who had killed Lord Vanish, destroyed the settlement, corrupted hundreds with his promises of evolution. Everything Callen had been trained to be, everything the Nightshade had been, demanded he strike.

But he wasn't the Nightshade anymore.

"No," Callen said, lowering his blade. "You'll live with your choices. Face justice for Lord Vanish's murder. Answer for every life lost to your ambition."

The Baron's eyes widened in disbelief. "You're weak⁠—"

"I'm choosing," Callen corrected. "Something you never learned to do."

Around them, the twelve remaining eggs began to pulse with renewed life. The Guardian's intervention had cleansed the corruption from the grove's energy, and the dragonets within could feel it.

"Now they choose," Nora said, her white flame dimming as exhaustion finally claimed her. Amara caught her as she swayed, holding her daughter with fierce protectiveness.

As Callen looked over to the eggs, he knew that was the only choice there was left.


Chapter Thirty-Three


NEW FOUNDATIONS



The journey home took a week—far longer than their desperate flight to the Crystal Grove, but they were a larger company now, and wounded. The makeshift caravan wound through mountain passes that had seemed endless during their pursuit of Baron, but now carried a different quality. Not the frantic edge of a race against catastrophe, but the measured pace of people carrying both grief and hope.

Callen walked beside the lead wagon, one hand on its rough wooden side for balance. His body had healed from the worst of the battle's damage, but a bone-deep exhaustion remained that had nothing to do with physical wounds. Through his bond with Kyraleth, flying overhead with Nora secured between his wings, he felt the dragon's similar weariness—not just from the fighting, but from the weight of what they'd witnessed and what they now carried forward.

Behind him, the caravan stretched in a ragged line. Three wagons salvaged from the Baron's abandoned equipment, repurposed now to carry the wounded and supplies. Among the wounded rode the Baron himself, shackled and aged beyond his years, his hair white as bone, his once-commanding presence reduced to a shaking shell. Two guards—former Evolution Institute soldiers who'd thrown down their weapons after witnessing their leader's monstrous transformation—watched him with expressions mixing disgust and pity.

"He hasn't spoken since yesterday," one of them, a young man named Habol, said to Callen during a rest stop. "Just stares at his hands and mumbles about evolution."

Callen studied the broken man who'd caused so much devastation. Part of him—the part that was still the Nightshade, the Black Veil assassin—whispered that leaving the Baron alive was a mistake. But the newer part, the part that had learned to choose partnership over domination, knew this was the only path forward.

"Make sure he eats," Callen said. "He'll face justice, but not starvation."

Near the middle of the caravan, Kira walked beside her own wagon, though not from weakness. Xyrsanthe, the silver-gold dragonet, perched on her shoulder, no larger than a house cat but radiating a presence that made the horses nervous. The bond between them had deepened over the week of travel, and Callen could see the changes in Kira—not physical transformation, but something subtler. The corruption that had been spreading through her from the Baron's experiments had stabilized, held in check by the dragonet's influence.

"She's remarkable," Finch said, appearing at Callen's elbow with his usual ability to materialize from nowhere. The scholar carried his pack of research materials, already theorizing about the implications of Kira's bond. "The connection isn't curing Kira's corruption, but it's... negotiating with it. Creating equilibrium."

"Negotiating," Callen repeated, thinking of all the negotiations they'd face in the coming days.

The eggs—eleven of them—remained at the Crystal Grove under the protection of the Guardian's lingering presence. The ground beneath the grove had settled back into stillness, the cracks sealed as if they had never been. The Eternal Guardian had spoken, had judged, had returned to its eternal vigil. Perhaps one day it would choose to wake fully, to take form and join the world. Or perhaps its purpose was to remain forever unborn—protector rather than presence, promise rather than power. Callen and Kyraleth would need to return, to decide their ultimate fate, but that was a choice for later. Everything now was a choice for later.

As they crested the final ridge before the settlement, Callen stopped, his breath catching. The view below showed a settlement transformed—not by dragon fire this time, but by human determination.

The walls had been partially rebuilt, though not with the neat stonework of before. Instead, salvaged materials created a patchwork barrier—stones from destroyed buildings mortared together with timber from the ruined Academy, metal sheets from Baron's abandoned equipment hammered into defensive positions. It looked like what it was: a community that had survived catastrophe and refused to surrender.

But more interesting was what lay outside the walls. A second ring of structures had begun—temporary shelters and tents housing what looked like hundreds of people. As they descended, Callen could make out the telling signs of transformation among many of them. Scales, unusual eye colors, bodies that moved with the too-fluid grace of the enhanced.

"The Baron's refugees," Lysara explained, riding up beside him. "When word spread that the Evolution Institute was disbanded, that the Baron had fallen, his abandoned subjects came here. Not all of them—many went into hiding or tried to return to normal lives. But the ones who couldn't hide their changes, who had nowhere else to go..."

"The settlement took them in?"

"There was debate." Lysara's expression was carefully neutral. "Heated debate. But Morvane argued for inclusion. Said we'd all been changed by this war, one way or another."

As they approached the gates, a crowd gathered. Callen recognized faces—some celebrating their return, others watching the enhanced soldiers in their company with deep suspicion. The settlement had survived, but trust would take longer to rebuild.

They fear what they don't understand, Kyraleth observed, circling lower. As humans always have.

But they're trying, Callen replied. That's what matters.

The council convened that evening in a building that had once been a stable—the council chamber was still being rebuilt. The informality of the setting didn't diminish the intensity of the discussion.

"We cannot house the Baron's victims indefinitely," Garrett said, the merchant's practical nature reasserting itself despite his recent cooperation. "We barely have resources for our existing population."

"They're not victims," Morvane said firmly, and Callen almost didn't recognize the elder's voice. The man who'd argued for fiscal responsibility over hope now stood as an advocate for the transformed. "They're survivors. And many of them bring useful skills."

"Enhanced skills," Seralyn interjected from her position representing the Pyrin forces. "Unnatural abilities."

"All abilities are natural," Kira said from her corner, Xyrsanthe coiled around her neck like living jewelry. "It's how we choose to use them that matters."

The argument continued for hours, touching on resources, security, integration. But gradually, grudgingly, consensus emerged. The transformed would be welcomed, but carefully. They would contribute to the settlement's rebuilding, prove their commitment to the community. Trust would be earned, not given.

"And the Academy?" Callen asked when the immediate crisis had been addressed.

"Will be rebuilt," Morvane said. "But different this time. Not just for training gifted humans, but for understanding what we're becoming. All of us."

The next morning, Callen stood where the Academy's main hall had been, now cleared rubble waiting for reconstruction. Beside him, Kira studied the space with the critical eye of someone planning something new.

"We can't just rebuild what was," she said. "We need something that acknowledges what we learned at the grove. Choice, not force."

"You're thinking like a Dragon Singer," Callen observed.

Kira's scarred throat worked as she swallowed. "There are only two of us now. You and me. The only living Dragon Singers in the world." The weight of that responsibility was clear in her voice.

"Three," Nora corrected, approaching with her strange dual-colored eyes—one holding flecks of every dragon color, the other purely human. "I'm not a Singer, but I'm the Bridge. Someone has to help them understand each other."

She moved with more confidence now, the week of recovery having stabilized her transformation. The white flame still flickered around her occasionally, but controlled, purposeful. She was nine years old and ancient, a child who'd seen the birth of the world through dragon memories.

"The eggs at the grove," Nora continued, looking at both Dragon Singers. "They're waiting. Eleven remained after Xyrsanthe hatched for Kira. They'll need protection. Guidance."

A commotion at the gate drew their attention. A rider approached—not the desperate gallop of crisis but the measured pace of official business. The rider wore purple and silver, Kingdom colors, but the insignia was different. Not Baron's twisted dragon, but something new.

The messenger dismounted, offering a sealed letter to Callen. "From Lord Regent Theron," she announced formally. "By the authority of the emergency council of lords."

Callen broke the seal and read, aware of others gathering to hear the news.

"To the Dragon Singer Academy and its allies,

By unanimous vote of the emergency council, I have accepted temporary regency until formal succession can be established. My first acts are as follows:

The Evolution Institute is formally disbanded, its practices banned throughout the realm. Those transformed by its methods are offered sanctuary and treatment, not persecution.

The Dragon Singer Academy is recognized as a legitimate institution under Kingdom protection. Master Callen, called Nightshade, is invited to serve as Royal Advisor on matters of magical integration.

"Baron Cornelius Selwyn is summoned to face trial for the murder of Lord Regent Vanish and crimes against the realm.

These are times of change, but change need not mean chaos. The Kingdom seeks partnership in the new age beginning.

In service to the realm, Lord Regent Theron"

"It's everything we wanted," someone said.

"It's politics," Callen corrected, handing the letter to Lysara. "Theron's trying to maintain stability by embracing change rather than fighting it."

"Will you accept?" Amara asked. "The advisor position?"

Callen looked at the ruins of the Academy, at the enhanced soldiers helping to clear rubble alongside settlement residents, at the dragonets playing in the courtyard with human children watching in wonder.

"No," he said. "My place is here. Building something new, not advising on something old."

The messenger accepted his formal refusal with grace, though she seemed unsurprised. As she prepared to leave, she added, "Lord Theron suspected you would decline. He asked me to convey that the offer remains open, should you reconsider."

That afternoon, Callen climbed to the eastern watchtower—or rather, to where it was being rebuilt. The construction was a mixture of old and new: salvaged stones from the original tower formed the base, while timber from the destroyed Academy created the framework above. But most interesting were the metal reinforcements, scales from Kyraleth that had been shed during healing, worked into the structure itself.

"Dragon-touched architecture," Pavel said, helping to position a beam. The Pyrin warrior had thrown himself into the rebuilding with characteristic intensity, as if physical labor could erase the memories of what they'd witnessed at the grove. "Never thought I'd see the day."

The tower gave Callen a view of the entire settlement and beyond. He could see the patterns of rebuilding—not just restoration but evolution. Gardens planted between defensive positions. Children playing in streets that had been battlegrounds. Enhanced soldiers teaching unenhanced residents how to detect magical signatures—protection through understanding rather than fear.

Nora joined him as the sun began to set, painting the mountains gold and rose.

"I can hear them all now," she said quietly. "Every dragon, sleeping or waking. The eggs in the grove. Others, far away, beginning to stir as they feel the world changing. Even the Guardian, settling back into its eternal watch."

"Does it frighten you?"

She considered this with the seriousness of a child who'd been forced to grow up too fast. "Sometimes. But mostly it feels... right. Like this is what was supposed to happen, just not the way anyone expected." She paused, and something in her seemed different, if only for a moment. "Papa," Nora said, using the childhood address she rarely used anymore. "Are you happy with how it ended?"

Callen thought of the Baron, broken and awaiting trial. Of Lord Vanish, dead by treachery. Of hundreds lost to transformation and violence. Of the Academy destroyed, the settlement fractured, trust shattered and slowly rebuilding.

Then he thought of Kira learning to be a Dragon Singer, her corruption balanced by partnership. Of the eggs still waiting for the right souls to find them. Of enhanced soldiers finding acceptance instead of fear. Of walls rebuilt with salvaged stones, stronger for having been broken.

"It hasn't ended," he said finally. "It's just beginning."

Kyraleth landed on the tower—carefully, the structure wasn't quite ready for a dragon's full weight—and lowered his great head to nuzzle his partner.

The eggs at the grove, the dragon said. We should return soon. Ensure their protection.

A choice for later, Callen replied. The phrase had become his touchstone over the past week. Once, as the Nightshade, every decision had been binary—kill or don't kill, succeed or fail, obey or rebel. Now, as a Dragon Singer, as a father, as someone who'd learned the weight of consequences, he understood that some choices needed time to take hold. The eggs would wait. The Guardian would protect them. When the time came to decide their fate, he and Kira would be ready. Or they wouldn't, and that too would be a choice.

He thought of all the choices that had brought them here. Choosing to save Nora from the Baron's first facility. Choosing to bond with Kyraleth rather than simply use Valengrim's fragment. Choosing to teach rather than hide. Choosing to spare the Baron rather than execute him. Each choice had carried a cost, but also opened paths he'd never imagined.

Through their bond, he felt Kyraleth's agreement. We are what we choose to become, the dragon observed. Not what we were born to be.

As darkness fell over the settlement, lights began to appear—not just cooking fires and lanterns, but the soft glow of Pyrin flames carefully controlled, the steady pulse of drift energy being channeled into construction rather than destruction.

And in the far north, Theraxis waited. The ancient dragon's promise of knowledge about the first corruption remained unfulfilled—a journey for another season. When the settlement was stable, when the new bonds had strengthened, they would seek him out. Some answers required time.

It wasn't the world they'd set out to create when the Academy began. It was harder, more complex, full of compromises and imperfect solutions. But it was real, and it was theirs, and it was built on choice rather than force.

Tomorrow would bring new challenges. The remaining eggs would need protection. The enhanced soldiers would need integration. The settlement would need to decide its relationship with Theron's new Kingdom order. Dragon and human alike would need to learn what partnership meant in this new age.

But tonight, Callen stood on his rebuilt tower, his dragon beside him, his transformed daughter at his side, and watched the first stars appear over a settlement that had chosen hope over fear, acceptance over persecution, partnership over domination.

The Dragon Singers were all but gone. The old ways were broken beyond repair. The ancient power structures had crumbled.

And from those ruins, something entirely new was beginning to grow.
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Don’t miss the next book in Drift and Dragon: Call of Wings
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The summons was supposed to bring justice. Instead, it awakens something far older.

Called to testify at the Baron’s trial, Callen Nasinth enters the capital expecting politics and danger—but not the pulse of ancient power beneath its streets. Noble factions hunt for the Baron’s lost research. Whispers spread of transformed aristocrats hiding in plain sight. And someone has left a message only the Nightshade would understand.

As Nora’s visions warn of blood on marble floors and the drift thrums with something waking below the city, Callen must navigate treacherous alliances, buried corruption, and the ghosts of the man he used to be.

Because the capital isn’t just watching him.

It remembers him. And it wants him back.


Author’s Note



Dear Reader,
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