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Chapter One


ECHOES OF FIRE


Callen woke with a gasp, his hand instinctively reaching for his chest where the phantom sensation of scales still crawled across his skin. The nightmare had been the same as always—scales spreading up his arms, across his torso, consuming him inch by inch until nothing human remained. But tonight, something new had invaded his dreams—two massive dragons locked in combat across a storm-dark sky, one midnight black, the other gleaming copper. He’d watched in horror as the black dragon had overwhelmed the copper one, jaws closing around its throat before consuming it whole, growing even larger as it did. The victorious beast had then turned its ancient gaze directly on him, as if aware of his presence.

He sat up in the pre-dawn darkness, sweat cooling on his skin as he fought to steady his breathing. The fear never fully left him. That one day, the transformation wouldn’t recede. He rose quietly, careful not to wake Amara, and made his way to the forge. Work would center him, as it always did.

Metal sang beneath Callen’s hammer, but not with its usual harmony. The discord resonated at a frequency that made his bones ache—the same unnatural vibration he’d felt from dragon scales. Each strike sent uncomfortable tremors through his body, as if the steel remembered something it shouldn’t know. He paused, extending his awareness through the blade he was forging. Nothing. Just ordinary steel.

Yet the uneasiness persisted as he worked in the small forge the Ashen Oath had provided. Six months since their escape from Sturmov Manor, six months of building a tentative peace in this hidden sanctuary. Six months of trying to understand the changes within him—and six months of feeling watched.

Callen set down his hammer, removing his leather apron. The mountains surrounding the sanctuary gleamed with early morning light, peaks still capped with late spring snow despite the warmth in the valley below. Something pulled at him, drawing his attention northward.

He’d felt this sensation growing stronger over recent weeks. A nagging awareness just beyond conscious thought, like catching movement from the corner of your eye that vanished when viewed directly. The drift without source. Something calling.

He extended his senses outward, using the drift to scan the area. Within his normal range of about one hundred meters, he detected nothing unusual—just the familiar patterns of birds in the trees and small animals going about their morning routines. Focusing more intently, he pushed his awareness further, stretching to the limits of his ability, nearly five hundred meters in all directions. The effort made his temples throb with the beginnings of what would become a fierce headache if he maintained the extension too long. He’d learned that lesson the hard way over the months of training his abilities—overuse of the drift exacted a physical toll.

Still nothing unusual, just the familiar rhythm of the sanctuary beginning to stir with morning activity. He released his hold on the extended awareness, the world contracting back to normal proportions as he did.

The arrival of Lysara at his forge door broke his contemplation.

“Nightshade,” she said, skipping formal greetings as usual. The Ashen Oath commander had never fully warmed to him, though her initial mistrust had gradually given way to a grudging respect. “We’ve had troubling reports from the northern territories. Strange fires that burn with unnatural colors, leaving behind patterns that look like scales etched into stone.” Her expression darkened. “We need your tracking skills.”

Callen raised an eyebrow. Lysara rarely made personal requests—especially ones that acknowledged his Black Veil training.

“One of our northern patrols is two days overdue,” she continued, arms crossed over her leather armor. “Given recent events, the council is concerned.”

By “recent events,” she meant the rumors of strange fire and destruction along the border territories—incidents that bore uncomfortable similarities to what had happened at Sturmov Manor.

“I can leave within the hour,” Callen said, already mentally cataloging what he would need. “Alone would be faster.”

Lysara’s lips thinned. “Elhan will accompany you.”

Of course. The young Pyrin man who had survived Ashen Valley, whose family had died at Black Veil hands—at Callen’s hands, as he believed. Their relationship remained strained despite months of cautious coexistence.

“Fine,” Callen agreed, no point in arguing. The Ashen Oath still didn’t fully trust him, and perhaps never would. “We’ll take the north pass?”

“It’s the route the patrol should have used returning from the outpost.” Lysara handed him a small map. “They would have checked in at these waypoints. Last confirmed location was here, three days ago.”

Callen studied the map, noting the terrain—rugged mountain forests and narrow valleys. Ideal spots for ambush. “Three days to the Razorback Pass,” he noted, tracing the route with his finger, “five to the old temple ruins if they continued that far north.”

“Just find them,” Lysara said, turning to leave. “Don’t engage if there’s trouble. Report back immediately.”

Callen nodded, though they both knew such promises were conditional at best. The world rarely accommodated clean plans.

As Lysara departed, Callen sensed another presence approaching his forge. This one, familiar and welcome. He turned just as Nora appeared in the doorway, her practice clothes already smudged with soot despite the early hour.

“Papa!” she called, darting into the forge without hesitation. Where other children might have shied away from the heat and dangers of a working smithy, Nora moved through the space with comfortable familiarity, seemingly unbothered by the waves of heat radiating from the furnace. “Elder Shendra said I could come see you before morning lessons.”

“Did she now?” Callen smiled, watching as his daughter approached the glowing coals without the slightest flinch. Her Pyrin heritage showed itself in these small ways—her natural affinity for heat and flame that went beyond simple tolerance. “Careful of the metal. Hot things that don’t glow can still burn.”

“I know,” she replied with the casual confidence of a child who has heard the same warning many times. “What are you making?”

“Just a hunting knife. Nothing special.” He ruffled her hair, noting how the dark strands remained cool despite her proximity to the forge. “You should get to your lessons. I’ll see you tonight.”

Nora nodded, though reluctance showed in her expression. “Are you going somewhere? I heard Commander Lysara talking about the north.”

Sharp ears, sharper mind. “Just for a few days. I’ll be back before you know it.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.” He gave her a gentle nudge toward the door. “Now go. Don’t keep Elder Shendra waiting.”

As Nora departed, Callen returned to his work, thoughts already turning toward the journey ahead.

Callen stepped into his quarters, a modest but comfortable dwelling the Ashen Oath had provided upon their arrival. Compared to their cottage in Emberdale, it was smaller, yet somehow felt more like home. Perhaps because they no longer lived in fear of discovery.

Amara looked up from where she sat at the table, grinding herbs with a mortar and pestle. The rich scent of medicinal preparations filled the air—some familiar from their years in Emberdale, others new techniques she’d learned from the sanctuary’s healers. Her movements were precise but distracted, and dark circles shadowed her eyes, evidence of recent sleepless nights.

“You’re leaving,” she said, not a question but a recognition. She’d always been able to read his intentions.

“Northern patrol is missing.” Callen set his pack down, checking its contents one final time. “Lysara wants me to track them.”

Amara’s hands stilled. “Just tracking?”

“That’s the plan.”

Her eyes met his, holding a weight of understanding between them. Plans changed. They both knew this. “And is someone going with you?”

“Elhan.”

A small smile touched her lips. “Good. Someone will watch your back.”

He wasn’t so sure Elhan would watch his back so much as be tempted to drive a blade into it, but that didn’t need to be said.

Callen noticed a partially burned parchment tucked beneath her mortar, the edge of a familiar seal visible along its border. “News?” he asked quietly.

Amara’s expression tightened momentarily before she composed it. “Nothing important.”

“Amara.”

She sighed, pushing the mortar aside. “Just rumors from old sources. About movement along the eastern trade routes. Military movements.”

“Sturmov forces?”

“It doesn’t say specifically. Just warns that we should remain cautious.” She folded the letter carefully, tucking it away in her pocket. “I’m sure it’s nothing.”

But her eyes told a different story—one of worry that she was trying to conceal.

From the adjoining room came the sound of quick footsteps, and Nora appeared in the doorway, her practice clothes smudged with soot from the morning’s Pyrin training.

“Papa!” She launched herself at him, and he caught her easily, lifting her in a practiced motion. “Elder Shendra showed me how to make fire ribbons today. Not just sparks anymore.”

“Fire ribbons?” Callen raised an eyebrow, looking to Amara.

“Controlled streams of flame,” Amara explained. “A fundamental Pyrin technique.”

Nora’s face glowed with pride. “I made mine stay for almost ten heartbeats before it went out. Shendra said that’s good for a first try.”

“Very good,” Callen said, setting her down but keeping one hand on her shoulder. Her connection to her Pyrin heritage had blossomed in the sanctuary, surrounded by others who shared her abilities. “I have to go away for a bit, little spark.”

The joy in Nora’s face dimmed slightly. “Is it dangerous?”

Callen and Amara had made a pact months ago—no more lies to Nora, not even comfortable ones. The girl had earned honesty.

“It might be,” he said. “But I’ll be careful.”

Nora’s chin lifted in a gesture so reminiscent of her mother that it nearly made him smile. “Is it because of the strange fire in the mountains?”

Callen’s eyes flicked to Amara, who shook her head slightly. Nothing they’d told her—children in the sanctuary talked, apparently.

“What do you know about strange fire?” he asked.

“Lina’s father is a scout. She said he saw fire that burned blue and left everything looking like dragon scales.”

Callen didn’t know what that meant, but it could be a problem.

“I’ll be careful and be back before you know it.” He embraced her briefly before standing.

Amara approached, carrying a small leather pouch that she tucked into his pack. “Healing herbs. The ones that worked best on burns.” Her eyes held questions she wouldn’t ask in front of Nora.

“Thank you.” Callen closed the pack and slung it over his shoulder.

Amara stepped closer, her hand resting briefly on his chest. “Remember your promise.”

The promise he’d made in the aftermath of Sturmov Manor—to return to them, no matter what. To choose life over sacrifice when possible.

“Always,” he said, his hand covering hers briefly. Then, with more tenderness than he would have shown six months ago, he leaned forward and kissed her. Callen ruffled Nora’s hair as he stepped back. “Keep your mother out of trouble.”

“We’ll be fine,” Amara assured him, though concern lingered in her eyes. “It’s you I worry about.”

At the doorway, Callen paused for one last look at them—Amara with her quiet strength, Nora vibrant with potential. Everything he had once thought beyond his reach. Everything worth protecting.

As he approached the sanctuary’s northern gate, outfitted for mountain travel, he carried only what he would need. A light pack contained essentials for several days—dried food, water, basic medical supplies. The weapons he carried were few but well-chosen: a sturdy hunting knife at his belt, three throwing blades in concealed sheaths, and a short sword strapped across his back. All forge-crafted by his own hand, balanced to his preference.

Elhan arrived punctually, his own gear minimal. The young Pyrin man had grown leaner and harder over the past months, his training with the Ashen Oath building on his innate abilities. He acknowledged Callen with a curt nod.

“Commander Lysara briefed me,” he said.

Callen thought about saying something more, but it wouldn’t change anything, so he nodded in return.

They set off along the hidden trail that wound up from the sanctuary into the highlands. Neither spoke as they ascended, saving breath for the climb. By midday, they’d reached the first ridge overlooking the sanctuary valley, the settlement now a patchwork of rooftops nestled among trees far below.

Somewhere down there, Nora would be at her lessons with the Pyrin elders, learning to control the fire abilities that were her birthright. Nearby, Amara would be working in the healer’s house, her knowledge of traditional medicine making her invaluable to the Ashen Oath. The thought of them centering him, even as he moved farther from the sanctuary’s protection.

“You’re thinking of them,” Elhan said unexpectedly as they paused to drink from a mountain stream. It wasn’t a question.

Callen glanced at him, surprised by the observation. “Yes.”

“The girl has talent,” Elhan continued, refilling his water skin. “Elder Shendra says she’s progressing faster than expected.”

“She’s had practice hiding what she is,” Callen replied. “Makes control easier when you’ve spent years containing it.”

Something like understanding flickered in Elhan’s expression. He too had spent years concealing his Pyrin heritage before finding the Ashen Oath. Another moment of almost-connection passed between them before Elhan straightened, shouldering his pack.

“The patrol checkpoint is still three hours north if we keep good pace.”

They continued through terrain that grew increasingly rugged, following game trails that cut across the steeper slopes. Callen took the lead, periodically extending his drift sense to scan their surroundings, careful not to push beyond his comfortable hundred-meter range except when necessary. The terrain’s complexity made it difficult to maintain awareness of potential threats without occasionally focusing to extend his range to its maximum.

By late afternoon, they reached the first checkpoint—a cleverly disguised shelter tucked beneath an overhanging rock face. No sign of recent use, though the supplies stored within remained untouched. Elhan examined the trail logs while Callen searched the perimeter.

“They never checked in,” Elhan confirmed, closing the logbook. “Should have been here two days ago.”

Callen knelt by the trail leading from the shelter, finding faint traces using the drift that others might have missed. The sense was there, vague, but present. “Three sets of prints headed north four days ago. Our patrol. No return tracks.”

“Could they have taken a different route back?”

“It’s possible.” Callen stood, surveying the deepening shadows as the sun dipped behind the western peaks. “We should continue to the next checkpoint before nightfall.”

As they moved north along the established patrol route, Callen began to notice disturbing signs. Scorch marks on tree trunks, too controlled to be natural lightning. Dark stains on rocks that could be dried blood. A broken sword hilt, its metal warped as if exposed to incredible heat.

“They fought here,” Elhan said, kneeling to examine gouges in the earth. “Multiple sets of tracks, moving in different directions.”

Callen’s drift sense picked up residual energy traces—the lingering signature of fire that wasn’t entirely Pyrin in nature. “Something chased them north. They were running.”

They followed the trail of disturbed earth and occasional blood drops through increasingly dense forest. The signs painted a picture of a running battle—desperate defense, tactical retreats, attempts to regroup that had failed.

An hour later, with twilight closing in, Callen suddenly raised his hand for silence. They’d been following the established patrol route through a dense section of pine forest. Callen closed his eyes, focusing intently as he extended his drift sense to its full range, pushing the boundaries of his ability to scan the area ahead. The pressure built behind his eyes as he maintained the extended awareness, but the risk was worth it.

“Six people, approximately two hundred paces ahead,” he whispered. “Moving carefully. Searching.”

Elhan tensed, one hand moving to the curved blade at his hip. “Our patrol?”

Callen shook his head. “Wrong pattern. These move like hunters.”

He wiped at his nose, his hand coming away with a thin smear of blood. Elhan glanced at it with concern, but Callen waved him off. “Price of pushing too far,” he murmured. “It’ll pass.”

They crept forward, using the forest’s natural cover. Callen led them off the main trail into denser undergrowth, circling to approach the strangers from an elevated position. When they reached a rocky outcropping overlooking a small clearing, Callen signaled Elhan to halt.

Below, six figures moved methodically through the trees. Even in the failing light, Callen recognized their movements instantly—the efficient, measured patterns of Black Veil training. They wore the nondescript dark clothing favored for wilderness operations, but their precision betrayed their identity.

“Black Veil,” Elhan whispered, his voice tight, though Callen didn’t know if it was from fear or anger.

Callen studied their search pattern. They were tracking something—or someone. “They’re hunting,” he said. “A survivor, possibly.”

As if summoned by his words, a new sound reached them—the faint crack of a branch breaking somewhere to the east, followed by labored breathing. The Black Veil below immediately reoriented, immediately moving toward the sound.

“Someone’s running from them,” Callen said. “Injured, based on the movement pattern.”

“One of our patrol?” Elhan’s hand tightened on his weapon.

“Only one way to find out.” Callen unsheathed his sword. “Circle around to the east. I’ll approach from behind. If it’s an Ashen Oath, get them out. I’ll handle the Black Veil.”

Elhan hesitated, clearly uncomfortable with separating. “Lysara said not to engage.”

“Lysara isn’t here,” Callen said. “And we may have a survivor who won’t last long without us.”

After a moment, Elhan nodded. “Don’t do anything foolish, Nightshade.”

“I never do,” Callen said, melting back into the forest.

He moved silently through the underbrush, his Black Veil training allowing him to pass like a shadow among shadows. The drift within him responded to the heightened tension, sharpening his senses. He could detect the Black Veil’s precise positions through subtle vibrations transmitted through ground and air—a skill that had once made him one of the most effective hunters in Stark’s service.

Now, it would help him counter his former brothers.

Callen positioned himself behind the trailing Black Veil, waiting for the right moment. The squad had spread out in a search pattern designed to flush their quarry toward a natural bottleneck formed by a steep ravine. When the trailing figure passed, Callen struck.

One hand clamped over the Black Veil’s mouth while his blade slid between ribs, angled to seek the heart. The man went rigid, then limp. Callen lowered the body silently to the forest floor.

Five remaining.

He retrieved one of his throwing blades, spinning it once to feel its perfect balance. The next Black Veil was twenty paces ahead, scanning the trees. Callen focused, channeling a thread of the drift through the blade to enhance its flight. He threw with controlled strength, and the knife found its target at the base of the skull.

Four.

A pained cry from ahead broke the forest’s quiet—someone in distress.

The remaining Black Veil converged toward the sound. Callen pursued, staying just behind their flanks. Through gaps in the trees, he caught glimpses of movement—a figure stumbling through the brush, clearly wounded. The Black Veil were closing in.

Callen altered his approach, no longer prioritizing stealth over speed. He burst from cover as the lead Black Veil raised a crossbow toward the fleeing figure. Callen’s thrown blade caught the man’s arm, spoiling his aim as the bolt discharged harmlessly into the trees.

The three remaining Black Veil spun to face him.

“Nightshade,” one of them said.

It was meant as insult. Callen took it as a complement.

Callen didn’t waste breath on a response. The Black Veil spread out, flanking him. The first attack came from his right—a feint meant to draw his attention while the others closed from behind. Callen sidestepped, his blade meeting the attacker’s before sliding down to slice across the man’s forearm. Blood sprayed from the wound as the Black Veil fell back.

The second attacked from his left, moving in with a series of quick strikes. Callen parried each blow, reading the pattern with ease—it was one he’d drilled hundreds of times in Black Veil training. When the inevitable overhead strike came, Callen was ready. He stepped inside the man’s guard, driving his short sword up through the man’s belly.

The third hesitated, reassessing.

“You’re outnumbered, Nightshade,” he called, as the wounded first attacker regained his feet.

The drift built within him, responding to his stress. He fought to keep it contained—unleashing it now could create complications he couldn’t afford. Instead, he focused it narrowly, channeling a thin thread into his blade. The metal hummed almost imperceptibly, growing warm in his hand.

Both Black Veil attacked simultaneously.

Callen’s heated blade sliced through the first man’s weapon where blade met hilt. As the severed blade fell, Callen pivoted, driving his knee into the man’s chest before finishing him with a strike to the throat.

The last Black Veil hesitated as the other fell. It was enough.

Callen closed the distance between them. Their weapons met once, twice, before Callen found the opening he sought. His sword slipped past and into his side, before Callen carved up, dropping him.

Silence returned to the forest, broken only by Callen’s measured breathing.

He surveyed the fallen Black Veil, retrieving his thrown blades. There was no point leaving good steel behind. The Ashen Oath would need to deal with the bodies, but that was something else that could be done later.

Then he turned his attention to the fleeing figure he’d glimpsed earlier.

Callen extended his drift sense again, though more cautiously this time, mindful of the headache already building behind his eyes and the lingering trickle of blood from his nose. Even at his standard range, he could detect labored breathing and an erratic heartbeat approximately fifty paces ahead—in the direction Elhan should have circled. He moved carefully through the trees, alert for additional threats, though his sense detected no other presences nearby.

He found them in a small hollow formed by fallen trees. Elhan knelt beside a man wearing the tattered remains of Ashen Oath scout leathers. Blood had soaked through crude bandages wrapped around the man’s torso, and burns marked his exposed skin—burns unlike any Callen had seen before, with strange scale-like patterns forming where flesh had been seared.

“Hemal,” Elhan said without looking up. “From the northern outpost patrol.”

The wounded man’s eyes were glazed with pain and fever, his breathing shallow. When his gaze focused on Callen, momentary fear flickered across his face before recognition set in.

Callen kneeled to examine the man’s wounds. “What happened?”

Hemal’s response came in broken fragments, his voice barely above a whisper. “Scales like midnight... burning from inside...” His eyes rolled back before focusing again with desperate intensity. “The commander lives... found the old temple... testing, always testing...”

Elhan pressed a water skin to the man’s lips, allowing him a small sip. “Who did this? Sturmov forces?”

“Not soldiers,” Hemal managed, his voice growing weaker. “Something worse... fire that knows your name...” He gripped Callen’s sleeve with surprising strength. “Scales like midnight... and the old temple... he said the test was successful...”

Callen leaned closer, trying to make sense of the delirious words. “What temple? What test?”

But Hemal’s eyes had lost focus again, his breathing becoming more labored. “The commander lives,” he repeated, over and over, as if it were the most important thing he needed to convey.

A chill that had nothing to do with the mountain air settled in Callen’s chest. If ‘the commander’ meant Stark, and if he’d found some old temple...

“The others?” Elhan asked.

“Dead. All dead.” Hemal’s eyes grew unfocused. “Burned from inside. Like their blood was fire.”

Callen examined the strange burn patterns more carefully. The wounds resembled scale patterns, similar to what he’d seen on Tarek months ago when the merchant had been corrupted by the dragon fragment. But these were different—more organized, almost deliberate in their formation.

“He’s dying,” Elhan said quietly.

Callen nodded, then reached out to place a comforting hand on Hemal’s forehead. As his palm made contact with the fevered skin, he felt a sudden warmth flow through his fingers—not heat, but something deeper. For just an instant, scales flickered across his palm, dark as midnight, before vanishing.

Hemal’s breathing eased slightly, his eyes clearing for a moment. “Thank you,” he whispered, before his eyes closed for the final time.

Elhan stared at Callen’s hand, which now appeared completely normal. “Did you just—” He stopped, uncertainty in his voice. “I thought I saw...”

“Saw what?” Callen asked, though he knew exactly what Elhan had witnessed.

“Scales. Just for a moment. On your hand.”

“We need to get back to the sanctuary,” Callen said, standing and avoiding the question. “The council needs to know what we’ve learned.”

Though he doubted they would make it back without complications.

As they prepared to leave, Callen wiped away the remaining blood from beneath his nose, the dull throb behind his eyes a reminder of the cost of pushing his abilities too far. He would need to be more careful with how he used the drift during their return journey, balancing the need for awareness against the physical toll.

“You killed them,” Elhan said as they covered Hemal’s body with his cloak, his tone neutral.

“Would you rather I’d let them live to find us?”

Elhan finished arranging the makeshift shroud. “No. But it’s unsettling how easily you returned to it.”

“I never left it,” Callen said. “I just choose different targets now.”

As they began their journey back toward the sanctuary, Callen felt it—a subtle wrongness at the edge of his awareness. Not the overwhelming presence he’d sensed before, but something more mundane yet equally dangerous.

“We’re being followed,” he said quietly as they reached the first ridge.

Elhan tensed, his hand moving to his weapon. “Black Veil?”

“I can’t tell. The presence keeps shifting, staying just beyond my ability to pinpoint.” Callen scanned the darkening forest behind them. “But something is definitely tracking us.”

They increased their pace, taking a more circuitous route back toward the sanctuary. Twice Callen felt the pursuing presence grow stronger, as if their followers were closing distance, only to fade again when they changed direction.

“How many?” Elhan asked during one of their brief rests.

“At least three. Maybe more.” Callen’s unease grew with each passing hour. “They’re good. Professional. And they know these mountains.”

That’s when he felt it—a distant pressure against his awareness. Not the followers, not any human presence. Something larger. The sensation he’d been experiencing for weeks but stronger now, more focused.

A flicker of images passed through his mind—mountain peaks viewed from above, forests and valleys passing beneath outstretched wings. Then it was gone, leaving behind an echo of awareness that seemed to settle in the back of his mind like a slumbering presence.

“What is it?” Elhan asked, noticing his sudden stillness.

Callen shook his head, pushing the sensation aside. “Nothing.”

But as they continued through the darkness-shrouded mountains, the sense of being hunted never left them. Behind them, patient and persistent, their pursuers maintained their distant surveillance. And somewhere high above, something else watched from the night sky.

They moved through darkness-shrouded mountains. Neither spoke of the implications of what Hemal had revealed—that the commander lived, that he’d somehow acquired new and terrible abilities, that he was testing these powers on Ashen Oath outposts.

That he might be coming for Callen next.

Tomorrow, he would return to the forge, to the peace he’d found in crafting rather than killing. Tonight, he was what circumstances required—what he had always been beneath the surface. The blade that stood between threats and those he protected.

And if the commander was coming, Callen would be ready.


Chapter Two


UNEASY PEACE


Callen paused, examining the steel blade taking shape on his anvil. Without conscious thought, he’d worked a subtle pattern into the metal—not the practical, utilitarian design he’d intended, but something that resembled overlapping scales. Again. He set down his hammer with more force than necessary, the sound echoing through the forge. This was the fourth blade today. The other three lay broken on his workbench—shattered deliberately when the scale patterns became too pronounced to ignore. Each one had hummed with an unnatural resonance that made his teeth ache. “Another failure?” came a voice from the doorway. Callen looked up to see Elder Shendra watching him from the threshold, her amber eyes taking in the destroyed blades with knowing assessment. She entered without invitation, her weathered hands trailing along his workbench.

“The old blood runs true in you, Nightshade,” she said, lifting one of the broken fragments. “These patterns... they come unbidden because they are part of you now.”

Callen frowned. “Old blood?”

Shendra’s amber eyes seemed to glow in the forge light. “There were others, long ago. Those who could hear the dragons’ call, who carried something of them in their veins. The old texts speak of families where the gift ran strong. Your connection isn’t mere chance. It awakened something that was already there, waiting.” She watched him a moment. “But you suspected that, didn’t you?”

Callen set down his hammer and took a deep breath, centering himself. “Something is different. I didn’t change the way Tarek did.”

“The merchant?” He nodded. “Yes. I suspect that is true. What’s awakened in you—or was always there with your connection to the drift—allowed you to use the fragment without changing.”

He looked over to the forge, not sure what to say. Three days had passed since his return from the mountains with Elhan and the dying Ashen Oath scout. Three days since they’d brought back news of the destroyed northern outpost and the Black Veil patrol that had hunted the lone survivor. Three days of uneasy whispers spreading through the sanctuary.

The drift within him settled gradually, like a disturbed pond returning to stillness. When he resumed hammering, he forced himself to focus solely on the blade’s intended design—a simple hunting knife for one of the Ashen Oath scouts. The patterns he’d started working into the metal without thinking needed to be removed.

“The metal sings differently for you than for the other smiths,” Shendra continued, setting the fragment down carefully.

Callen glanced up to see her studying him with the same intensity she brought to her training sessions. Even after half a year at the Ashen Oath sanctuary, the elderly Pyrin woman still managed to unsettle him with her direct observations.

“Just finishing the order for Markem,” Callen replied, deliberately avoiding the implied question.

Shendra entered the forge further, eyes fixed on the blade. “The pattern that was forming—dragon scale. Fourth time today, if my count is accurate.”

Callen plunged the blade into the quenching barrel, steam rising in a hissing cloud that momentarily obscured his face. “You’ve been watching me work?”

“I watch all my students,” she said simply. “Especially those with abilities as unpredictable as yours.” She was quiet a moment. “Hemal passed during the night,” Shendra said. “The third this month from the northern territories.”

Callen looked up sharply. “Third? I thought the patrol was just Hemal and his two companions.”

“There were others,” Shendra said. “A scouting party of three that never returned from beyond the Razorback two weeks ago. And before that, two hunters who reported strange lights near the old temple ruins. When they didn’t return as scheduled, we sent Hemal’s group to investigate.” She shook her head. “None came back save Hemal himself, and now he too has joined the others. I understand that Amara did what she could, but...” She trailed off, the implication clear. “I understand that she took samples of the burns for study. The pattern is unlike anything in our records.”

“Scale-like,” Callen said, remembering the strange markings on the scout’s skin. “Like what happened to Tarek when he carried the fragment.”

“Similar, yet different.” Shendra adjusted her simple robes. “More ordered, as if deliberately crafted rather than a chaotic corruption.” She paused. “The council is meeting tonight to discuss the implications. They’ve requested your presence.”

Callen nodded, expecting as much. Since his return, he’d been questioned repeatedly about what he’d found at the ambush site—the Black Veil patrol, Hemal’s condition, and most importantly, the scout’s final words about a scale-skinned man who could command fire through the drift.

“Nora’s training session will begin soon,” Shendra added, changing the subject. “She asked if you’d watch today.”

Despite everything, Callen smiled. If Nora wanted him to watch, there was only one thing to do. “I’ll be there.”

Shendra nodded and departed, leaving Callen alone with his thoughts and the cooling metal. He examined the blade carefully, relieved to see it had maintained its intended form through the quenching process. No scale patterns. No dragon interference. Just honest craftwork.

Small victories.

After setting the blade aside to cool further, Callen cleaned his workspace with practiced efficiency. The forge in the Ashen Oath sanctuary was smaller than the one he’d operated in Emberdale, but better equipped. The Ashen Oath understood quality tools, if nothing else.

A sudden commotion outside drew his attention. From the doorway of the forge, he saw Amara hurrying across the courtyard, her healer’s satchel clutched in one hand. Several Ashen Oath members followed, supporting a young man who seemed barely able to walk. Even from a distance, Callen could see the man’s face contorted in pain.

Curious and concerned, Callen followed them to the healer’s house. Inside, Amara was already directing her assistants to prepare herbs and bandages as they helped the man onto a treatment table. As Callen approached, he could see what had caused the distress—patches of dark, iridescent scales had formed on the man’s forearms and were spreading visibly up toward his shoulders. Unlike the uniform pattern of dragon scales, these appeared distorted, growing in irregular clusters that broke through his skin like shards of obsidian glass.

“Hold him still,” Amara instructed, mixing a poultice with swift, practiced movements. “Josal, how long has this been happening?”

“Started... yesterday,” the man gasped through clenched teeth. “Just small patches at first... thought it was a rash. Then this morning...” He gestured weakly at his arms. “They won’t stop growing, and the pain...”

“I’ve seen this before,” Amara said, though her voice betrayed uncertainty. She applied the poultice directly to the junction where skin met scales. “The herbs should help with the pain, at least.”

Josal’s eyes found Callen in the doorway. “You,” he said, recognition and something like hope flickering across his face. “They say you survived it. The scale sickness.”

“Different circumstances,” Callen said, stepping closer to examine the strange growth. These scales had a different quality than what he’d experienced—darker, more jagged, as if forcing their way through rather than transforming the skin. “When did you return to the sanctuary?”

“Three days ago,” one of the other Oath members supplied. “Trading mission to the eastern settlements. He seemed fine until yesterday.”

Amara looked up at Callen, their eyes meeting in silent communication. Later, her glance promised. They would discuss this later.

“I need to finish treating him,” she said aloud. “The council should be informed.”

Callen nodded, stepping back. “I’ll see you at the meeting tonight.”

The idea that others were dealing with dragon scales troubled him as he wandered outside. Spring sunshine bathed the sanctuary in warm light, a contrast to the dark thoughts that bothered him. The hidden valley was coming alive after winter’s retreat, with early flowers dotting the meadows and fresh leaves budding on the trees that concealed the settlement. Ashen Oath scouts moved purposefully around the site, while children played near the central fountain. To a casual observer, it might have resembled any remote mountain village.

But casual observers never made it this far. The sanctuary’s location remained one of the Ashen Oath’s most closely guarded secrets, protected by both natural barriers and careful defense. Only those guided by someone who knew the way could navigate the treacherous mountain paths that led here.

As Callen crossed the open courtyard, he spotted Elhan speaking with two senior Ashen Oath. The young Pyrin man had changed since their mission to the northern outpost. Their shared experience—finding Hemal, fighting the Black Veil together—hadn’t erased the history between them, but it had established a tentative respect. Elhan acknowledged him with a slight nod before continuing his conversation.

Progress, however small.

The training ground lay in a natural depression at the sanctuary’s eastern edge, where stone outcroppings provided shelter from mountain winds. As Callen approached, he saw a small group had already gathered. Several children formed a semi-circle around Shendra, whose copper-toned skin had weathered through decades of exposure to the elements. Her silver-streaked hair was pulled back in an intricate braid, and her amber eyes watched her students with gentle attentiveness.

Among them stood Nora, her dark hair falling in waves down her back, her small face intent with concentration. At eight, nearly nine now, she stood slightly apart from the other children—not by their choice, but her own. Always observing first, a habit Callen recognized from their years in Emberdale.

“Today we practice control through breath,” Shendra was saying. “Fire responds to air. Your breath feeds your inner flame, directs it, contains it.”

The children sat cross-legged on stone markers placed in a careful pattern. Callen recognized it from Shendra’s research—an ancient Pyrin meditation circle designed to help youngsters develop control over their emerging abilities.

Callen took a position at the edge of the training ground, leaning against a boulder where he could observe without interfering. Nora spotted him immediately, a smile brightening her face before she returned her attention to Shendra’s instructions.

“Cup your hands before you,” the elder instructed. “Feel the air against your palms. Now breathe slowly, imagining your breath flowing through your chest, down your arms, into your hands.”

The children obeyed, faces tight in concentration. Several of the older ones managed to produce tiny flames that flickered between their palms—small, controlled manifestations of their Pyrin heritage.

Nora’s brow furrowed as she cupped her hands. For a moment, nothing happened. Then a flame appeared above her palms—larger than the others, its core burning white-hot before settling into a steadier golden glow.

“Gently, child,” Shendra said, moving to her side. “Remember your breath. In to nurture, out to temper.”

Nora nodded, inhaling deeply. The flame between her palms responded, growing briefly before she exhaled slowly, bringing it back to a controlled size.

But as she concentrated, the flame began to shift. Its edges rippled and reformed, taking on a sinuous shape that made several children gasp. For a heartbeat, the fire resembled a tiny dragon, complete with outstretched wings and an arched neck, before Nora’s concentration broke and it collapsed back into a simple flame.

“What was that?” one of the children whispered.

Shendra’s eyes found Callen across the training ground, a meaningful look passing between them. “Sometimes,” she said carefully, “our fire reflects what calls to us. Continue your breathing, all of you.”

“Better,” Shendra said to Nora, though her voice carried a note of concern. “You have strength, Nora. Now you must master restraint.”

From his position, Callen felt a familiar surge within himself as he watched Nora work with her flame. His sense of the drift responded to her fire in ways he still didn’t fully understand—as if some connection existed between his abilities and hers.

Shendra had theories, of course. Her current hypothesis suggested that Callen’s contact with the dragon egg five years ago had fundamentally altered his drift abilities, creating a channel that the dragon had later recognized.

What that meant for Nora remained unclear. But Callen had noticed her abilities developing faster than the other Pyrin children, her natural talent amplified by something neither the Pyrin elders nor Shendra could fully explain. Perhaps the strain from her confinement had changed her. Or perhaps there was something to the fact that she was only half-Pyrin.

A prickling sensation at the back of Callen’s neck pulled him from his thoughts. Someone was watching him. He turned slightly, catching a glimpse of a teenage girl with close-cropped dark hair observing him from the shadow of a nearby building. Kira. The girl maintained her distance, but her gaze remained fixed on him.

Callen had grown accustomed to her watching him over the past months. One of the many orphans taken in by the Ashen Oath, Kira had attached herself to Councilor Thorne, an Ashen Oath leader who made no secret of his distrust for Callen. Where the councilor’s suspicion was overt, Kira’s was silent but persistent. She appeared whenever Callen trained with the drift abilities or when Nora practiced her Pyrin skills, watching with what he knew to be more than casual interest.

He nodded acknowledgment. She didn’t return the gesture, merely continuing her study of him with those serious, evaluating eyes.

A sudden shift in the training ground drew Callen’s attention back to the children. One of the boys had lost control of his flame, which now blazed higher than intended. Panic crossed his face as the fire began to spread to his sleeve.

Shendra moved quickly, smothering the flame with a special cloth she kept at her belt. “This is why we practice,” she said calmly, checking the boy for burns. “Fire given by anger burns the giver first.”

As the lesson continued, Callen felt it again—the same distant sensation he’d experienced in the northern mountains. Like being watched, but different from Kira’s observation. This presence existed at the edge of his awareness, attentive but remote. He’d felt it increasingly over recent weeks, a consciousness that seemed to brush against his own before withdrawing when he tried to focus on it.

Though he’d not seen the dragon since the destruction of Sturmov Manor, but the sense lingered, along with surges of power that occasionally overwhelmed his attempts at control. Something that he increasingly knew he needed to master.

The training session concluded with a ritual thanks to the inner flame, the children extinguishing their fires and bowing respectfully to Shendra before dispersing. Nora approached Callen, her face alight.

“Did you see, Papa? How long I made fire ribbons today?”

“I saw,” Callen said, smiling down at her. “You’re making progress.”

Shendra approached, her eyes studying Callen with the same careful assessment she gave her students. “She has remarkable focus for one so young,” the elder said. “And strength beyond the usual manifestation. In the old days, she would have been marked for special training.”

Callen nodded, unsure how to respond. The “old days” Shendra referenced had ended decades ago when the Pyrin territories began losing independence to kingdoms like the one Lord Regent Vanish now controlled.

As she departed, Callen as left with more questions than answers. Nora slipped her small hand into his larger one, a gesture that had become natural over their years together.

“Mama said we’re having lavsin soup tonight,” Nora said as they walked back toward the central part of the sanctuary. “With the new herbs she gathered yesterday.”

“Is that so?” Callen replied, grateful for the return to domestic normality. “Then we shouldn’t be late.”

Smoke rose from the stone chimney of their small cottage as they approached, carrying the fragrant scent of simmering herbs and vegetables. Inside, they found Amara stirring a pot over the hearth fire, her hair tied back in a braid. She looked up as they entered, her smile warming her eyes.

“I was beginning to think you’d forgotten about dinner,” she said, though the shadows under her eyes spoke of a difficult day. “Josal is resting now. The scales stopped spreading, at least temporarily.”

“How bad?” Callen asked quietly as Nora went to wash her hands.

“Bad enough,” Amara replied in the same low tone. “The pattern is different from what you experienced, more aggressive. Like the scales are forcing their way out rather than transforming the skin.” She glanced toward Nora, ensuring she wasn’t listening.

“Another shell fragment?”

She shook her head. “Not this time. I don’t know what is responsible.”

He said nothing, but he thought he did. Stark. Somehow, he had to be responsible.

The three of them settled around the table—a family created first by necessity, then by choice. As they ate, Nora chattered about her training session and the progress she’d made controlling her flames. Amara listened attentively, asking questions that showed genuine interest rather than the anxiety that had colored their early days in Emberdale, when Nora’s abilities had been a dangerous secret to be hidden.

“And Elder Shendra says I might be ready to join the advanced class soon,” Nora concluded proudly.

“That’s wonderful,” Amara said, though Callen caught the flicker of concern that crossed her face. Advanced training meant more visible displays of power, which brought its own complications.

“I heard Hemal didn’t survive,” Callen said quietly when Nora had finished her enthusiastic recounting. The shift in topic was abrupt, but necessary. “And now the council wants my testimony tonight.”

Amara nodded. “Mine as well. They need to understand what we’re facing.” She reached across the table, resting her hand on his. “Are you ready for that? To tell them everything?”

The question carried layers of meaning. The Ashen Oath council had accepted them into the sanctuary, but trust remained tenuous. How much should they reveal about Stark’s obsession with Callen? About the dragon that had appeared at Sturmov Manor? About the growing connection he felt to it?

“Not everything,” Callen decided. “Just what they need to know to protect the sanctuary.”

After dinner, when Nora had gone to her room to practice her writing—another skill Amara insisted on maintaining despite their changed circumstances—Callen and Amara spoke quietly by the hearth.

“There’s something else,” Amara said. “Something I found when examining Hemal’s burns.” She retrieved a small leather-bound book from a shelf, opening it to a page marked with a ribbon. “I’ve been documenting unusual cases since we arrived here. Look at this.”

The page showed detailed sketches of the burn patterns on Hemal’s skin, alongside notes in Amara’s precise handwriting. She pointed to a particular symbol-like formation. “This pattern appeared repeatedly. At first, I thought it was random, but then I recognized it.”

She turned to an earlier page, which showed similar markings sketched from ancient texts. “Shendra’s research included references to these symbols. They’re part of what she calls ‘dragonsong script’—markings that supposedly channeled the drift energies.”

Callen studied the pages, a chill settling over him. “You think Stark is using these deliberately.”

“I think he’s experimenting,” Amara said. “Probably something that combines the drift manipulation with principles from ancient dragon lore.” She closed the book. “And I think he learned it from whatever happened to him during the collapse of Sturmov Manor.”

Before they could discuss it further, Callen felt the familiar pull to center himself. “I need a few minutes,” he said, moving to sit cross-legged on the floor near the hearth. “To prepare for tonight.”

He closed his eyes and began the breathing exercises Shendra had taught him, trying to settle the drift energy that had been building throughout the day. Inhale, hold, exhale. Feel the energy flow, don’t force it, guide it...

But as his awareness expanded, he felt it again—stronger now. The distant presence, vast and ancient, somewhere high above the mountains. Flying. Searching. The sensation was so vivid he could almost feel wind beneath outstretched wings, could sense the landscape passing below.

Callen’s eyes snapped open, his meditation broken. Amara was watching him with concern.

“The dragon,” he said, though he knew it sounded impossible. “It’s coming closer.”

A sudden, sharp pain lanced through Callen’s head, driving him to one knee. His vision blurred as the drift surged uncontrollably through him. The room’s temperature rose dramatically, metal objects humming with sympathetic vibration.

“Callen?” Amara’s voice seemed to come from a great distance.

Through the haze of pain, images flashed across his consciousness—mountain peaks viewed from above, valleys and forests passing beneath beating wings, a distant settlement glimpsed through swirling clouds. Then, abruptly, a sensation of something watching, searching, flying directly toward the sanctuary’s hidden valley…

The vision disappeared as quickly as it had come, leaving Callen gasping on the floor. Amara knelt beside him, her cool hands pressed against his face.

“It’s happening more frequently,” she said, concern evident in her voice.

Callen struggled to his feet, his balance unsteady.

He nodded, the motion sending fresh waves of pain through his skull. “It seemed like I saw through its eyes.” Even saying that aloud felt ridiculous, but that was what he’d felt. “It’s searching for something.”

“For you?” The question hung between them, heavy with implication.

“I don’t know.” But he feared she might be right. The connection established months ago seemed to be strengthening rather than fading, despite distance and his attempts to suppress it.

A soft sound drew their attention to the doorway, where Nora stood watching them with wide, solemn eyes. Worried eyes.

Before he could say anything to reassure her, a knock came at their door. Amara opened it to reveal Margit, dressed in simple gray, the Pyrin crest on her lapel marking her as serving the council.

“It’s time,” the young woman said. “The council is meeting. Commander Lysara requests your presence.” Her eyes shifted to Callen, still pale from his episode. “Both of you.”

“Tell her we’ll be there shortly,” Amara said.

When the messenger had gone, Amara turned to Nora. “Would you like to stay with Kella while we’re at the meeting? I know she was planning to bake sweet rolls tonight.”

Nora’s expression brightened at the mention of their elderly neighbor, a former Pyrin baker who had taken a special liking to the girl. “Can I help with the mixing?”

“I’m sure she’d appreciate it,” Amara smiled, retrieving her shawl from a hook near the door.

As they prepared to leave, Callen caught Nora studying him once more.

“Be careful,” she said. “I think some of the council are afraid of what they don’t understand.”

Callen knelt to her level, meeting her eyes directly. “And what do you understand, little spark?”

“That people who are afraid sometimes do things they shouldn’t. Like the bad men who took me.” She hesitated. “And sometimes they don’t see that what scares them might be exactly what they need.”

He shared a look with Amara. Nora had seen more than she should—more than any child should. “We’ll be careful,” he said. “Now go help Kella with those sweet rolls. Save one for me.”

Nora smiled, the shadow passing from her face as quickly as it had appeared. After delivering her to their neighbor’s cottage, Callen and Amara made their way toward the council chambers at the sanctuary’s center.

Night had fallen completely, the sanctuary’s paths lit by lanterns that cast pools of warm light at regular intervals. Above, stars crowded the mountain sky, brighter and more numerous than they had ever appeared in Emberdale.

“Are you certain you’re well enough for this?” Amara asked as they walked.

“I’ll manage,” Callen said. The pain had receded, though echoes of the vision still flickered at the edges of his awareness. “They need to know what’s coming.”

As they approached the council chamber entrance, a figure emerged from the shadows. Councilor Thorne, his severe features made harsher by the lantern light. Unlike most of the Ashen Oath leadership, Thorne had never bothered to hide his distrust of Callen.

“Nightshade,” he said, the name sounding like an accusation in his mouth. “Right on time.” His eyes shifted to Amara, softening slightly. “Healer.”

“Councilor,” Callen acknowledged with a nod.

Thorne fell into step beside them. “My eyes and ears throughout the sanctuary report strange activities of late. Unusual lights in the northern sky. Livestock disturbed without cause. And now, these...” he paused, searching for the right word, “...afflictions spreading among our people.”

“Your eyes and ears?” Amara asked.

“I find it prudent to remain informed,” Thorne replied, his gaze returning to Callen. “Especially when certain elements within our sanctuary maintain... outside connections.”

“If you have an accusation to make, Councilor, make it directly,” Callen said, his voice level despite the provocation.

“No accusation,” Thorne said smoothly. “Merely observations. The council will make its own determinations tonight.” He gestured toward the door. “Shall we? They’re waiting.”

As they approached the council chambers, Callen couldn’t shake the feeling that their fragile peace was about to shatter. Whatever had destroyed the northern outpost—whether Stark or something else—represented a threat the Ashen Oath couldn’t ignore. And his connection to the dragon, growing stronger despite his efforts to control it, made him a potential asset—and a potential liability.

The time had come to decide which.


Chapter Three


COUNCIL OF DISTRUST


The council chamber’s air hung heavy with tension as Callen and Amara entered. Seven figures sat around a circular oak table—the Ashen Oath leadership council, their faces illuminated by hanging lanterns that cast more shadows than clarity. Callen took in the room as he’d been trained, noting exits, positions, and even the subtle body language that revealed the council’s internal fractures.

Lysara sat at the table’s head, her scarred face impassive as she studied a map spread before her. The Ashen Oath commander had been Callen’s most consistent advocate since their arrival, though her support stemmed from pragmatism rather than trust. To her right sat Finch, still looking rumpled despite his elevated position, who nodded slightly at their entrance.

The others watched with expressions ranging from cautious neutrality to open suspicion. Sarral, the elder Pyrin man who had first directed them to the Ashen Oath, inclined his head respectfully toward Amara. Beside him sat Garisk, a former kingdom general whose bulk seemed at odds with the delicate chair beneath him. Though few spoke of it openly, Callen knew Garisk had once served as the kingdom’s military commander before defecting when the Lord Regent began deploying drift-enhanced soldiers against civilians. His knowledge of military strategy was matched only by his hatred for what his former army had become. Frinna, the council’s spymaster, observed them with calculating eyes that missed nothing.

And then there was Councilor Thorne.

“You’re late,” he said, voice clipped and cold. A tall, thin man with silver-streaked black hair and aristocratic features, Thorne had opposed Callen’s presence from the beginning. Six months had done nothing to soften his stance.

“The fault is mine,” Amara said, moving to take one of the two empty seats. “I needed to arrange care for our daughter.”

“Of course,” Lysara said, shooting a warning glance at Thorne. “We were just reviewing the reports from the northern mountains.”

Callen took the remaining seat, positioning himself where he could see all council members without turning his head—a habit from Black Veil training he couldn’t break. On the table before them lay sketches and reports, including one showing a blackened landscape where buildings had once stood.

“As you know, Callen and Elhan returned three days ago with grave news,” Lysara began without preamble. “Our northern patrol went silent, and they discovered why. The outpost was completely destroyed—not merely damaged, but incinerated so thoroughly that little remained but ash.”

Her words fell into silence. The northern outpost had been one of their smaller installations, but crucial for coordinating operations in the mountain territories and monitoring Sturmov movements.

“Hemal was the only survivor,” Lysara continued, nodding to Frinna.

The spymaster slid a report across the table. “He was outside the perimeter when the attack occurred. Suffered extensive burns over most of his body with unusual patterns. Despite Amara’s best efforts, he succumbed to his injuries last night.”

Frinna hesitated, her fingers drumming once on the table—a rare sign of uncertainty from the normally composed spymaster. “I should note that certain aspects of our intelligence don’t align with my network’s findings. My sources in the eastern territories report no unusual Sturmov troop movements, despite rumors to the contrary. And the pattern of destruction at the outpost doesn’t match any known military strategy.” She met Lysara’s gaze directly. “Someone wants us to believe this is Sturmov’s work, but I’m not convinced.”

Callen scanned the report, Amara reading over his shoulder. Hemal’s account, transcribed by Elhan, was fragmented—descriptions of impossible heat, blinding light, and a figure who “commanded fire” but with “scales” visible on his skin.

“Before we proceed,” Finch said, clearing his throat, “I should share what I’ve discovered in the archives.” He opened a leather portfolio, withdrawing several aged documents. “These patterns of destruction aren’t unprecedented. I’ve found three separate historical accounts describing similar devastation.”

He spread the documents across the table. “The first dates to nearly four centuries ago—an entire monastery reduced to glass and ash, with witnesses describing ‘unnatural fire that burned in spirals.’ The second, from two centuries past, details the destruction of a mountain fortress by what chroniclers called ‘dragon flame wielded by human hands.’ The third...” He paused, his finger resting on an illustration that showed disturbingly familiar scale-like burn patterns. “This account is from barely fifty years ago. A Pyrin settlement that resisted kingdom expansion. The survivors spoke of a man whose skin bore dragon scales, who commanded fire that left these exact markings.”

The council absorbed this information in silence before Sarral spoke. “You’re suggesting this has happened before. That others have attempted to harness dragon power.”

“Not attempted,” Finch corrected. “Succeeded. At least temporarily. Each account ends the same way—the individual disappears after a period of increasingly destructive behavior. Whether they died from the power or simply moved on, the records don’t say.”

“A Pyrin attack?” Thorne suggested, his gaze sliding to Sarral.

The elder’s weathered face hardened. “My people do not destroy indiscriminately, Councilor. Even the most powerful fire-wielders among us could not generate heat sufficient to reduce stone to ash.”

“Besides,” Frinna added, “we’ve confirmed that recognized Pyrin resistance groups were operating elsewhere that night. This was something else.”

“Speaking of which,” Lysara said, “we need to establish clarity about what we’re facing. The destruction at the outpost shows characteristics of three distinct types of drift manipulation.” She counted on her fingers. “First, standard Pyrin fire—controlled, limited in intensity, requires direct contact or very close proximity. Second, fragment-enhanced abilities—more powerful, but chaotic and ultimately self-destructive, as we saw with Tarek. And third...” She gestured to the reports. “This. Controlled dragon fire. Sustained, directed, capable of melting stone from a distance.”

“Three categories,” Garisk rumbled. “With escalating levels of threat.”

“Exactly,” Lysara confirmed. “What we’re seeing doesn’t fit the first two categories. This is something entirely different.”

“The witness mentioned scales,” Callen said, his finger resting on that particular detail in the report. “Like Tarek’s.”

A heavy silence settled over the table. Everyone present knew what had happened to the merchant after extended contact with the dragon fragment—how scales had spread across his body before killing him.

“You believe it was Stark,” Lysara stated.

Callen met her gaze. “His body was never found after Sturmov Manor collapsed. And he had extensive knowledge of dragon fragments, including how to use them.”

“If Stark survived,” Finch added, “he would have had six months to recover, to experiment further with the fragments. His obsession would not have diminished after failure.”

“Speaking of dragon connections,” Thorne said, his cold eyes fixing on Callen, “perhaps our resident expert can explain why his… episodes… have been increasing in frequency and intensity? Particularly as they coincide with reports of unusual aerial sightings in the eastern ranges.”

The accusation hung in the air. Callen measured his response carefully, aware that whatever he shared would be scrutinized for any suggestion of threat.

“The connection established during the Sturmov incident has not faded,” he said. “I experience occasional visions—perspectives that aren’t my own. Flying. Mountains. Searching.”

“Searching for what?” Thorne pressed.

“I don’t know.”

“Or won’t say,” Thorne said. “How convenient that your mysterious abilities grant you insight that can’t be verified, while your connection to a creature that could destroy this sanctuary grows stronger by the day.”

“That’s enough, Councilor,” Lysara said. “Callen has given us no reason to doubt his loyalty.”

“Hasn’t he?” Thorne’s voice remained measured, reasonable. “A Black Veil for over a decade. Stark’s most trusted operative. Trained to infiltrate, to gain trust, to wait for the perfect moment to strike. And now connected to a dragon whose capabilities we can only guess at.” His voice rose slightly. “He claims to feel ‘something watching.’ What if he’s not sensing the dragon’s attention—what if he’s leading enemies directly to us?”

Thorne stood, his chair scraping against stone. “I submit that Nightshade should be confined until we understand the full extent of his connection. Every day he remains free among us, every vision he experiences, could be providing our location to hostile forces.”

“I’ve shared everything I know about the connection,” Callen said, keeping his voice controlled. “And done everything requested to contain it.”

“And yet your surges with the drift continue,” Thorne said. “I hear you’ve been forging what can only be called dragon scales. Sentries detect energy pulses during your training sessions. Your own daughter mentions your ‘dragon dreams’ to her training companions.”

Callen felt Amara tense beside him. The knowledge that Nora was being monitored was not new, but the confirmation that her words were being reported back to the council struck a deeper nerve.

“My daughter is not part of this discussion,” he said, the edge in his voice unmistakable.

“Everything is part of this discussion when the sanctuary’s security is at stake,” Thorne said.

“Elder Shendra oversees Nora’s training personally,” Amara said.

“And is not the issue at hand,” Sarral said.

Thorne sat back, unconvinced but unwilling to challenge the Pyrin elder directly. “Then let us return to the immediate threat. If Stark has survived and discovered how to weaponize dragon energy, why attack a single outpost? Why not strike at the sanctuary itself?”

“Because he doesn’t know its location,” Garisk said, his deep voice rumbling. “No one outside here knows how to find it. But he might be testing our defenses, probing for reaction.”

“Or searching for something specific,” Finch said. “The northern outpost maintained records⁠—”

“Records that are now conveniently ash,” Frinna cut in.

Lysara unrolled a larger map, revealing the territories surrounding the sanctuary. “We’ve increased patrols along all approach routes and reinforced security at remaining outposts. Finch has been researching methods to detect the drift manipulation at a distance.”

“With limited success,” Finch admitted. “Dragon energy operates differently from conventional sensing with the drift. It leaves traces but dissipates quickly. By the time we detect it, the source has typically moved on.”

“There is one possibility we haven’t discussed,” Thorne said, his tone deliberately casual. “That the attack was meant to serve as a beacon.”

All eyes turned to him.

“What if,” he continued, “the destruction was intended to create a signature with the drift that could be detected by a certain flying entity currently searching these mountains?”

“You believe Stark is trying to draw the dragon to him,” Lysara stated.

“Or to someone connected to it,” Thorne replied, his gaze sliding to Callen.

Before Callen could respond, the chamber door opened. A young Ashen Oath entered, her face flushed from exertion. She crossed quickly to Lysara, leaning down to whisper in her ear. The commander’s expression remained unchanged, but Callen detected the subtle tension that entered her posture.

“A scout team has reported unusual activity near the western pass,” she said. “Signs of Sturmov forces moving through territory they normally avoid. And evidence of the same unusual burn patterns found at the northern outpost.”

A murmur ran through the council. The western pass was a critical junction, controlling access to several valleys including the one that concealed the sanctuary.

“Two sites showing the same pattern in less than a week,” Garisk said. “This is no coincidence.”

“No.” Thorne’s eyes never left Callen. “It suggests a deliberate strategy.”

“What strategy?” Amara asked.

Finch straightened suddenly, his scholarly mind making connections. “The cardinal points,” he said, reaching for the map. “If we mark the northern outpost here, and this new activity in the west…” His finger traced an invisible line. “Two points potentially forming a perimeter with the sanctuary at its center.”

A heavy silence fell over the council table.

“You believe Stark is systematically establishing reference points,” Lysara said, “working his way inward toward the sanctuary itself.”

“It’s a Black Veil approach for locating a hidden target,” Callen said, the strategy recognizable from his training. “Establish known points of activity, force movement and communication that reveals the center.”

“Then we evacuate,” Thorne said. “Move our people to the southern safe houses.”

“And abandon years of work?” Garisk countered. “This sanctuary has stood for a generation. Its location remains secure.”

“For how long?” Thorne asked. “If Stark can track the drift patterns as Nightshade suggests, how long before he pinpoints our location?”

“If it is Stark,” Sarral started. “We still have only one witness account and circumstantial evidence.”

“Who else could it be?” Thorne asked. “Who else combines Black Veil strategy with the ability to command dragon fire?”

His gaze settled on Callen again, the accusation unspoken but clear.

“Enough,” Lysara said, her voice cutting through the rising tension. “We need more information before making decisions that affect our entire operation. Frinna, double your intelligence gathering efforts. I want every rumor about unusual fire or the drift disturbances investigated.”

The spymaster nodded.

“Garisk, place all outposts on high alert. Minimum staffing, maximum security. Evacuation protocols ready at a moment’s notice.”

He grunted agreement.

“Finch, continue your research on detecting and potentially countering dragon energy. Work with Sarral on incorporating Pyrin defensive techniques.”

Finch and the Pyrin elder exchanged glances, both nodding.

“And you,” Lysara said, turning to Callen, “I need you to do something that won’t be comfortable.”

“You want me to attempt to locate the dragon using our connection,” Callen said.

“Yes. If there’s a pattern to these attacks, if Stark is trying to draw the dragon’s attention, we need to know. Your connection might provide insight we can’t get any other way.”

Thorne leaned forward, objection clear on his face. “You’re suggesting he actively strengthen a connection that already poses a security risk? That’s⁠—”

“The safest option available,” Lysara interrupted. “Better a controlled attempt under our supervision than unexpected surges we can’t predict or contain.”

“And if the connection flows both ways?” Thorne asked. “If whatever he sees can also see him—see us?”

“That’s a risk we’ll have to manage,” Lysara said. She turned back to Callen. “Will you try?”

Callen considered the request. For months, he’d worked to suppress the connection, to contain the unpredictable surges of power that came with it. To deliberately open that channel, to invite the dragon in…

“I’ll need safeguards,” he said. “Distance from the sanctuary. And someone to pull me back if the connection grows too strong.”

“I’ll be there,” Amara said.

Lysara nodded. “We have a secure location in the eastern ridge. Isolated but defensible. Perhaps Finch can arrange containment measures based on what he’s learned about the drift disruption.”

Finch offered a slight shrug. Callen understood the movement. He wasn’t sure.

“And I will observe,” Thorne added, his tone brooking no argument. “As council security liaison, I will witness any deliberate attempt to use these abilities.”

Callen met the councilor’s gaze. The man’s distrust was unsurprising, even reasonable from a certain perspective. A former Black Veil with unpredictable abilities and a connection to a legendary creature of destruction would give any security officer pause.

“As you wish,” he said.

“One more thing,” Lysara started, her expression grave. “These attempts must remain confidential. Knowledge of your connection to the dragon is limited to those in this room, plus a few trusted others. We need to keep it that way.”

“The refugees deserve to know if we’re placing them at risk,” Sarral objected.

“Knowledge creates fear. Fear creates panic,” Lysara said. Callen was surprised that she used one of Stark’s training mantras in this way. “If our residents believe a dragon might be drawn to the sanctuary, we’ll face an exodus we can’t control—which would expose our location more surely than any the drift trace.”

Callen had seen how quickly controlled evacuations could devolve into chaos during his Black Veil days. He’d used it, even.

“We’ll begin tomorrow,” Lysara concluded. “The eastern ridge at first light. Finch, make the necessary preparations. Frinna, ensure the area is secure. The rest of you, maintain your duties without indicating anything unusual is occurring.” She rolled up the map with finality. “This council is adjourned until we have more information.”

As the council members gathered their materials and began to disperse, Thorne lingered, his gaze fixed on Callen.

“One question, Nightshade,” he said when the others had moved beyond earshot. “In all these months of connection has the dragon ever spoken to you? Communicated directly?”

Callen considered the councilor’s question. The visions he experienced were impressions—sensory experiences rather than coherent messages. And yet sometimes, beneath the visual fragments, he sensed something like intent, like a consciousness aware of the connection between them.

“Not in words,” he said.

Thorne studied him for a long moment. “Fascinating how even after six months among people fighting for truth and justice, you still answer like a Black Veil—technically accurate while concealing the important part.” He leaned closer. “I know what you are, Nightshade. The others may have forgotten Ashen Valley, but I haven’t. Twenty-seven innocent people. Seven children.”

The names and faces flashed through Callen’s mind—his greatest failure, his breaking point.

“I remember every one of them,” Callen said quietly.

“Do you?” Thorne’s voice was barely above a whisper. “Then remember this: tomorrow’s test will determine your future here. If you show any signs of the transformation we’ve heard about—if scales appear, if the dragon’s influence grows stronger—I will personally ensure you’re removed from this sanctuary.” His eyes bored into Callen’s. “Permanently. By exile if you’re fortunate. By blade if you’re not.”

Without waiting for response, the councilor turned and departed, leaving Callen and Amara alone in the chamber.

“He’s afraid,” Amara said once Thorne was beyond hearing.

“He should be,” Callen replied. “If Stark has found a way to harness dragon power…”

He left the thought unfinished. They both knew what Stark was capable of even without such power. With it, the possibilities were too terrible to voice.

Amara’s hand found his, her touch grounding him as it had countless times before. “How much are you willing to tell them? About the connection?”

Callen considered the question carefully. “Enough to help them prepare. Not enough to create more fear.”

“And the rest?”

The rest—the aspects of his connection he’d shared with no one, not even Amara. How sometimes in dreams, he felt not just the dragon’s consciousness but a strange sense of the drift that seemed to know him, to recognize something in him. How the dragon that once overwhelmed him now sometimes felt almost familiar, like a half-remembered melody from childhood.

“Some truths are ours alone,” he said, echoing words she’d spoken in different circumstances.

They left the council chamber together, stepping into the sanctuary’s night. The mountain air carried the scent of pine and distant snow, crisp and clean. Stars crowded the sky above, their light seeming to pulse in rhythm with the subtle the drift Callen always felt within himself now.

As they walked toward their cottage, a figure detached from the shadows near the training ground’s edge. Kira, her short dark hair making her face seem even younger in the starlight. She made no attempt to hide her observation of them, her posture suggesting she’d been waiting specifically for the council to end.

“Your shadow is persistent,” Amara murmured.

“Thorne’s eyes,” Callen said.

The girl remained motionless as they passed, but Callen felt her gaze following them until they turned the corner toward their dwelling. Another complication. Clearly tasked with monitoring him, yet too young to fully understand why.

Their cottage appeared as they’d left it, warm light glowing from its windows. Inside, they found Kella waiting, her round face brightening at their return.

“The little one wore herself out with the baking,” the elderly woman said, gesturing toward Nora’s room. “She has quite the touch with dough—a natural Pyrin talent, that.”

“Thank you for watching her,” Amara said, pressing a small jar of healing salve into Kella’s hands. “For your joints.”

The old woman accepted the gift with a grateful nod before departing, leaving Callen and Amara alone in the main room. They moved quietly to check on Nora, finding her fast asleep, her dark hair spread across the pillow, one small hand curled beneath her cheek. Peaceful, untroubled by the concerns that weighed on the adults around her.

“She saved you a sweet roll,” Amara said as they returned to the main room. “Said you’d need it after the ‘serious people talking.’”

Despite everything, Callen smiled. “She knows the council too well already.”

They settled by the hearth, the fire’s warmth a counterpoint to the chill that had settled between Callen’s shoulders during the council meeting. The sweet roll—slightly lopsided—sat on a plate beside him, evidence of Nora’s thoughtfulness.

“What do you need for tomorrow?” Amara asked after a silence filled only by the fire’s soft crackling.

Callen considered the question. For months, he’d focused on containing the connection, limiting its influence, suppressing the dragon sense that sometimes rose within him unbidden. To deliberately open himself to it, to invite that vast, ancient consciousness in was another matter.

“No,” he admitted. “But it needs to be done.”

“Thorne will be watching for any reason to label you a threat.”

“He already considers me a threat. This just gives him the opportunity to prove it.”

Amara studied him in the firelight, her eyes reflecting the dancing flames. “You’ve been practicing, haven’t you? Even while telling everyone—telling me—that you were working to suppress the connection.”

Her perception had always been sharp.

“Small experiments,” he said. “Testing boundaries. Trying to understand what I’m becoming.”

“And what are you becoming, Callen?” she asked, her words soft.

The question echoed his own fears, the uncertainty that sometimes kept him awake long after Amara had fallen asleep beside him. The fragment had changed him—or perhaps, as Finch theorized, it had awakened something that had always been dormant within him, tied to bloodlines and heritage he’d never known.

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “But I need to find out before Stark’s plans advance further. Before the dragon finds what it’s searching for.”

“And if what it’s searching for is you?”

The question hung between them, voicing the fear neither had been willing to fully articulate until now. If the dragon sought Callen specifically—because of their connection, because of whatever had happened when he first touched the egg years ago—then his presence placed everything at risk: the sanctuary, the Ashen Oath, Amara, Nora.

“Then I’ll need to make a choice,” he said.

Amara’s fingers intertwined with his, her grip tightening. “Not alone,” she said with quiet fierceness. “Never alone again.”

The promise warmed him more than the fire’s heat ever could. Three years in Emberdale, pretending to be a family for survival’s sake, then six months here, choosing to be one in truth. Whatever came next—whatever the dragon connection revealed, whatever threat Stark posed—they would face it together.

As if in response to his thoughts, a subtle the drift rippled through his awareness. Not the overwhelming surge of earlier episodes, but a gentle reminder of its presence, of the connection that bound him to something ancient and powerful.

Tomorrow he would stop fighting that connection. Tomorrow he would open himself to the dragon fully, deliberately.

And be ready for whatever answered.


Chapter Four


DRAGON SONG


The small caravan wound its way upward along a narrow trail that few knew existed—a path so carefully concealed that only those guided by Ashen Oath scouts could find it. Callen walked at the front alongside Frinna, whose keen eyes constantly scanned for dangers. Behind them came Finch, muttering to himself as he adjusted various instruments strapped to a pack mule. Amara followed close behind, her healer’s satchel hanging from one shoulder. Thorne and four Ashen Oath guards brought up the rear. And then there was Kira. She moved silently near the councilor, occasionally glancing toward Callen with that same evaluating stare.

“We’re almost there,” Frinna announced as they rounded a steep bend in the trail. “The site is just beyond this ridge.”

Callen nodded, his senses already extending outward to assess the surrounding terrain. This high in the mountains, the air carried a clarity that sharpened his awareness. He’d selected this location specifically for its isolation—far enough from the sanctuary that any surge in the drift wouldn’t reveal their hidden valley, yet close enough to return quickly if needed.

The path widened into a small plateau nestled between towering cliffs. A natural bowl in the mountain, sheltered from wind and prying eyes by walls of stone. At its center stood a simple stone structure—once a place for some forgotten mountain people, now an Ashen Oath observation post rarely used except in emergencies.

“Secure the perimeter,” Thorne ordered. “Two at the approach, two on the high points.” He turned to Kira. “Stay with me and observe everything. Remember what we discussed.”

The girl nodded, her dark eyes never leaving Callen. There was something off about the way she watched him. Was it curiosity or concern?

Finch immediately began unpacking his equipment. “The structure of this basin is perfect,” he said, excitement building. “Natural resonant properties in the stone, reflective qualities, contained energy patterns…”

“Just prepare whatever you need to monitor whatever happens,” Thorne said. “And more importantly, to break it if necessary.”

“Yes, yes,” Finch waved a dismissive hand. “The containment wards are my first priority. Though I really wish you’d reconsider allowing me to record the full drift patterns during the connection. The research value alone⁠—”

“This isn’t research,” Thorne said. “It’s a security operation with significant risk.”

Callen moved away from their argument, finding a flat rock near the edge of the plateau that offered a view across the valleys below. From here, he could see for miles—forested slopes giving way to distant peaks still capped with snow despite the advancing spring. Somewhere beyond lay the sanctuary, invisible from this vantage but present in his thoughts.

Amara joined him, setting her satchel nearby. “Having second thoughts?” she asked.

“No,” Callen replied, though uncertainty lingered beneath his certainty. “For months I’ve been fighting this connection, trying to suppress it, control it. It’s time that stop.”

“Under controlled conditions,” she said. “With safeguards.”

Callen glanced toward Finch, who was still arranging his equipment. “Finch’s safeguards are… theoretical at best. He’s never dealt with energy like this before.”

Dragon energy, he didn’t add. He didn’t have to.

“Then it’s a good thing you have me.” Amara’s hand briefly touched his. “I’ve pulled you back before.”

Their eyes met, an unspoken understanding passing between them.

“How was Nora this morning?” Callen asked, changing the subject.

“Frustrated that she couldn’t come,” Amara said with a smile. “But Kella promised to teach her an old Pyrin bread recipe, which mollified her somewhat. She made me promise to tell you to be careful.”

“Wise beyond her years,” Callen murmured.

“She had to be.”

A comfortable silence fell between them, both remembering the years in Emberdale when Nora had learned to hide her abilities, to watch for dangers, to prepare for sudden flight. Though she was safer now among the Ashen Oath, those early experiences had shaped her into a child who understood caution and consequences all too well.

“It’s ready,” Finch called, interrupting their moment of reflection.

They returned to the center of the plateau where Finch had established a circle outlined with his apparatus. Metal rods inscribed with runes driven into the ground at regular intervals surrounded a central space where a flat stone had been placed as a seat.

“Your containment measures?” Callen asked.

“Drift disruptors,” Finch explained, adjusting one final connection. “If they work. Based on the principles we observed in past episodes. If the connection becomes too intense, these will generate counter-energies to dampen the effects.” He straightened, pushing his spectacles higher on his nose. “In theory.”

“In theory,” Thorne repeated. He turned to his guards. “Be ready for anything. If Nightshade loses control, if anything threatening manifests, you know what to do.”

Their expressions remained neutral, but Callen detected their underlying tension. They’d all heard rumors about what had happened at Sturmov Manor, about the dragon that had appeared when Callen’s abilities had manifested fully.

“This isn’t going to work if everyone’s anticipating disaster,” Amara said. “Callen needs calm and focus, not suspicion.”

Surprisingly, it was Frinna who supported her. “She’s right,” the spymaster said. “You don’t need to be so close as you watch.”

Thorne’s jaw tightened, but he nodded. “Very well. Everyone maintain distance and silence. Finch, monitor your equipment. Frinna, observe for external threats.” His eyes found Kira, who stood apart from the others. “Watch carefully.”

Callen removed his weapons, handing his sword and knives to Amara. “Keep these safe,” he said. The metal sometimes responded unpredictably to the drift surges, and the last thing he needed was weaponry behaving erratically during what could be a delicate process.

He settled on the stone at the center of Finch’s arrangement. For months he’d practiced techniques to suppress the dragon, to control the drift that sometimes threatened to overwhelm him. Now he needed to reverse those practices—to invite in what he’d been pushing away.

“I’ll be right here,” Amara said, taking a position just outside Finch’s circle but close enough to intervene if necessary. She’d prepared several calming teas and had healing salves ready, though none of them truly knew what physical toll this attempt might take.

Callen closed his eyes, centering his awareness as he’d been trained to do years ago. Beneath the Black Veil techniques lay older practices—meditation forms taught during his earliest the drift training that focused on opening rather than controlling. They were lessons that he’d learned from his mother long ago, techniques that had been honed and refined as he’d joined the Black Veil, but his before then.

He reached for those now, letting his breath fall into a steady rhythm.

The first attempt brought nothing but pain. As Callen reached for the dragon consciousness, a sharp, stabbing sensation lanced through his temples. His jaw clenched as he fought to maintain focus despite the growing agony.

“Something’s wrong,” Amara said, moving closer. “His pulse is racing.”

“The instruments show disruption patterns,” Finch confirmed. “It’s as if there’s resistance.”

Callen’s hands gripped his knees, knuckles white with tension. Sweat beaded on his forehead as the pain intensified, then suddenly dissipated, leaving him gasping.

“I can’t reach it,” he managed, his voice strained. “There’s a barrier.”

“Perhaps we should stop—” Amara began, but Callen shook his head.

“No. I need to try again. Different approach.”

He took several deep breaths, centering himself once more. This time, instead of reaching outward for the dragon, he focused inward—on the place within himself where the connection had first formed during his torture at Sturmov Manor.

The second attempt brought fragmented images—flashes of mountain peaks viewed from above, the sensation of wind beneath wings, a hunting awareness that searched with purpose. But the connection remained tenuous, like trying to view a landscape through fractured glass.

“I’m getting something,” Callen said, his voice distant. “But it’s incomplete. Broken.”

Callen pressed harder, pushing against whatever blocked the full connection. The fragments became more frequent, more vivid—fire spiraling in controlled patterns, scales that gleamed with unnatural light, a sense of violation that permeated everything.

Then, abruptly, the connection severed again.

“Third time,” Callen murmured, determination hardening his features. “I need to go deeper.”

“Callen,” Amara cautioned, “your body is already showing signs of strain.”

“I have to try,” he insisted. “One more approach.”

He closed his eyes again, his breathing slowing to an almost imperceptible rhythm. This time, he reached for the oldest memory he had of the drift—the quiet teachings of his mother before the Black Veil had trained him, before his abilities had been shaped into weapons.

At first, nothing happened. Then a flicker of response. Not from outside, but from within—as if something dormant in him were awakening to his call. Callen focused on that flicker, feeding it with controlled breath and deliberate intent.

The drift built slowly at first, a vibration that began in his chest and gradually spread outward through his limbs. The air around him warmed perceptibly, and Finch’s arcane apparatus responded.

“It’s working,” Finch whispered. “The energy patterns are similar to what we observed during his unconscious episodes.”

A sudden stillness fell over the plateau. The mountain birds that had been calling nearby went silent, then erupted in panicked flight, dark shapes wheeling against the sky as they fled. The ground beneath them trembled, a subtle vibration that sent small stones skittering across the plateau.

“What’s happening?” Thorne demanded, hand moving to his sword.

Callen barely heard him. The drift had become a tangible force now, energy flowing through him in waves that matched his heartbeat. The world around him began to fade as his awareness expanded. He could sense the mountain beneath him, not just as stone but as living entity shaped by time and elemental forces. The forests spread below became patterns of vibrant energy, each tree and creature a distinct note in a vast song.

And then—connection.

It struck like lightning, a sudden joining of his consciousness with something vast—and ancient. No longer mere glimpses or fragmented visions, but full immersion in another perspective. Callen gasped as his awareness soared, suddenly viewing the world from high above, carried on powerful wings that beat steadily against mountain updrafts.

The dragon.

He flew with it, through it, as it.

As the connection deepened, the physical changes began. First, at his fingertips—small, iridescent scales forming like droplets of midnight water crystallizing on his skin. They spread slowly, covering his fingers entirely, then advancing across his palms.

“The transformation,” Thorne hissed, drawing his sword. “It’s happening.”

“Wait,” Amara commanded, stepping between Thorne and Callen. “He’s still in control. Look at his face.”

The scales continued their advance, flowing up his wrists and forearms.

Mountains and valleys spread beneath them, patterns recognizable from maps but transformed by this aerial perspective. The dragon’s senses were not human—colors appeared in vibrancy and shades Callen had no names for, scents carried information about distances and compositions that ordinary perception couldn’t comprehend. And beneath it all ran a current of purpose, of searching, of hunting.

Not random. Deliberate.

The realization formed in Callen’s mind with crystal clarity. The dragon wasn’t wandering aimlessly. It followed a trail—one invisible to his human senses but blazingly clear to draconic perception. Energy patterns disrupted by someone who didn’t fully understand what they were manipulating.

Stark.

The name wasn’t spoken, but Callen understood with sudden certainty what the dragon sought. Not him. Not the sanctuary. But the man who had tried to claim dragon power without right or understanding, who had corrupted the drift energies.

The vision shifted, sweeping him toward a particular mountain peak far from them. The dragon descended, circling a site where the natural stone had been transformed—melted and reshaped into unnatural formations. What might once have been structures now lay in ruins, the ground blackened in spiral patterns that formed symbols visible only from above.

At the center of the destruction stood a familiar figure—tall, commanding, his skin now partially covered with scales that caught the light with unnatural iridescence. Stark looked upward as if sensing their presence, his lips moving in what might have been incantation or command.

The vision abruptly dissolved into fragmented impressions. Pain. Fire spiraling in controlled patterns. Bodies transformed by energy they couldn’t contain. And deeper still, a sense of violation—forces bound to purposes they were never meant to serve.

In the physical world, Callen’s body responded to what he experienced. His skin radiated heat that made the air around him shimmer. The ground beneath him vibrated in response to energies flowing through his form.

The trembling of the earth intensified, radiating outward from where Callen sat. Small fissures appeared in the stone of the plateau, and the air itself seemed to waver with visible currents of energy.

“His responses are accelerating,” Finch said. “Amara⁠—”

“Callen,” Amara said, her voice straining to reach through the connection. “You need to pull back. You’re going too deep.”

Callen barely heard her.

The dragon’s consciousness pressed against his own, far too powerful to ignore.

He had to share what he saw. They had to know.

“He’s trying to bind power,” Callen said, his voice hardly sounding like his own.

“Break the connection,” Thorne ordered, fear in each word. “Now!”

Amara knelt before Callen, her hands touching his face. “Callen,” she said, her voice calm despite the chaos he felt inside of himself. “Remember your promise. Remember Nora. Come back to us.”

Her touch created an anchor—a connection to the physical world that counterbalanced the dragon’s consciousness.

For a moment, two realities existed in his awareness: the soaring freedom of the dragon and the grounding touch of the woman who had become his partner in every sense.

“Amara,” he whispered.

“Yes,” she said. “Follow my voice. Find your way back.”

Slowly, Callen withdrew from the connection. The drift energy still flowed through him, but now he guided it rather than being consumed by it.

As his consciousness returned fully to his body, the scales began to recede—first from his upper arms, then his wrists, then his palms, until finally only his fingertips retained the faint pattern. Even these last traces faded as he took a deep, steadying breath.

The ground ceased its trembling. Birds cautiously returned to nearby perches, their calls resuming hesitantly.

“I saw it,” he said, his voice rough. “Not just fragments this time. Full connection.”

Finch rushed forward. “Extraordinary,” he muttered. “The drift seems to be stabilizing. You’re maintaining a partial connection even now.”

Thorne approached cautiously, hand resting on his sword hilt. Behind him, his guards had moved to ready positions, and Kira watched with wide eyes that held not just fear but something else—a kind of recognition.

“What did you see?” Thorne demanded. “What was worth risking all our lives?”

Callen took a steadying breath, the last traces of the dragon’s consciousness receding though not vanishing entirely. Something had changed during this connection—a doorway opened that wouldn’t fully close.

“The dragon isn’t hunting me,” he said. “It’s hunting Stark.”

He described the vision—the destroyed mountain site, the commander with scales forming across his skin, the sense of violation and wrongness that permeated everything around him.

“And the site you saw?” Frinna asked. “Can you locate it?”

Callen nodded. “Northern mountains, perhaps three days’ journey from here. A peak with a distinctive saddle formation and twin spires on its eastern face.”

Thorne’s expression darkened. “The Razorback,” he said. “That’s the Razorback peak you’re describing.”

“You know it?” Finch asked.

“I know what’s there,” Thorne said. “Or what was there. An ancient temple. Much of its purpose was lost to history.” His eyes narrowed. “The Ashen Oath have monitored it for years because of rumors that it contained powerful artifacts. If Stark has found it and is using it as a base for experiments…

He didn’t need to finish the thought.

“We need to report this to the full council immediately,” Frinna said. “If Stark is operating from the Razorback, it changes our entire defensive strategy.”

Thorne studied Callen with new wariness. “Can you control this connection now? Or should we expect you to start growing scales every time the dragon decides to make contact?”

Scales?

He looked to Amara, but she didn’t say anything.

What had happened to him?

“I’m stable,” Callen said, though “stable” wasn’t quite the right word for what he felt. The dragon sense still hummed at the edges of his awareness.

Amara helped Callen to his feet. “Can you travel?” she asked quietly.

“I’ll have to. The sooner we return to the sanctuary, the better.” He glanced toward Thorne, who was already organizing his guards for departure. “The council needs to understand what I saw.”

As they stood off to the side, Kira approached Callen.

“You spoke with its voice,” she said, her words careful. “When the scales appeared. That wasn’t just your voice.”

Scales. He had changed.

He looked to his arms, but didn’t see anything. When he glanced to Amara, she shook her head. He understood what that gesture meant: they would talk later.

“Not entirely.”

She nodded as if confirming something, then returned to Thorne’s side without another word.

“What… what happened?” he asked.

“I thought you were changing. That was why I wanted to call you back. I wasn’t sure…”

She didn’t finish, but she didn’t need to. She wasn’t sure if it was permanent.

“Then you came back. The power faded. The scales faded.”

He took a nervous breath, letting it out. “What does that mean?”

“I don’t know, but maybe what happens to you isn’t permanent. At least, not if you can control it.”

“And if I can’t?”

She smiled at him, but he saw the lie through that. “You will.”

She didn’t need to say more. If he couldn’t control it, he’d be lost. The scales, the power, would overwhelm him.

And he still felt that power in him. Was still aware of the way it lingered.

If he couldn’t control it, he couldn’t stay.

He would not the sanctuary in danger. He wouldn’t put Amara or Nora in danger.

If it came down to it, he would have to leave.

And from the way Amara looked at him, he suspected that she knew.


Chapter Five


RESONANT METAL


The hammer fell in a steady rhythm, each strike ringing clear and true against the hot metal. Callen worked methodically, his focus absolute as he shaped the steel. At this point, given what he’d seen and what he still felt, he needed the distraction of the focus. The forge’s heat wrapped around him like a familiar embrace, sweat beading on his brow as he crafted what should have been a simple sword.

This was his third attempt today. The first two blades lay shattered in the corner of the forge—failed experiments that had taught him painful lessons. The first had cracked when he’d tried to force too much drift energy through the metal all at once, creating a brittle lattice that couldn’t withstand even a simple test blow. The second had held its form but remained inert, refusing to accept the drift patterns he’d attempted to weave through its structure.

“Balance,” he muttered to himself.

But something had changed.

Without intending to, his hands once again worked patterns into the metal. Scale-like whorls formed along the blade’s spine, delicate yet distinct, catching the forge’s light. Unlike the last few times he’d done this, Callen didn’t fight the impulse. He let his hands work as they would, following some instinct he couldn’t entirely explain.

As he worked the hot metal, his hammer slipped slightly—an amateur’s mistake he hadn’t made in years. The edge of the unfinished blade caught his palm, slicing a thin line across his skin. Blood welled from the cut, several drops falling onto the glowing metal with a sizzle.

Callen instinctively pulled back, but then paused, watching with fascination as his blood seemed to sink into the steel, the metal absorbing it rather than rejecting it. Where the blood touched, the scale patterns intensified, spreading outward like ripples in water.

As the pattern emerged, he became aware of a subtle humming—not audible, but felt through his fingers. The metal sang to him differently than before, its drift vibrating.

“That’s not a standard design.”

Callen didn’t look up at Lysara’s voice. He’d sensed her approach moments before she spoke, her distinctive drift pattern announcing her presence. The commander stood in the doorway of the forge, arms crossed, her face impassive as she watched him work.

“No,” he said, making a final adjustment to the pattern before plunging the blade into the quenching barrel. Steam rose in a hissing cloud.

Lysara stepped inside, closing the door behind her. Privacy, then. Whatever brought her here wasn’t meant for casual ears.

“May I?” she asked when he withdrew the cooling blade.

Callen hesitated before offering the sword to her, hilt first. Lysara tested its balance with small, precise movements. Her eyebrows rose slightly as she examined the scale pattern that ran along the blade’s length.

“Remarkable,” she said, running a finger along the pattern. “These scales—they’re becoming your signature, it seems.”

“Not intentionally,” Callen said, wiping his hands on a cloth. “They form themselves.”

Her eyes met his. “Like the ones that appeared on your skin during the connection?”

So she knew about that too. Callen wondered if there was anything in the sanctuary that escaped the commander’s notice.

“Perhaps.” He took the sword back, the humming intensifying as his fingers touched the metal again. “This one’s different, though.”

“How so?”

Callen considered how to explain the sensation. “I can hear it,” he said. “Not with my ears. Through my drift. It’s… singing.”

Lysara studied him carefully. “Like the dragon?”

“Similar,” he admitted, setting the blade on the workbench. “It’s like the metal remembers something it shouldn’t know.”

A silence stretched between them, broken only by the quiet crackling of the forge fire. Lysara moved to the small window that overlooked the sanctuary’s central grounds, where Ashen Oath scouts trained in the morning light.

“Have you had any more visions since the ridge?” she asked, her back to him.

“No.” Callen leaned against the workbench. “But the awareness that used to come and go is constant now.”

“You can still sense the dragon?”

“Not specifically. More like an awareness of its existence. A potential connection I could reach for.”

If he chose to do so, he didn’t say. He didn’t need to.

Lysara turned back to face him, her expression unreadable. “Frinna’s scouts have reported back from the Razorback site you described in your vision.”

Callen straightened. He’d known they were going out there, but had hoped that he might be permitted to be a part of it. Considering the strength of the vision—and the rumors that had spread about what had happened to him during the vision—he wasn’t terribly surprised that Thorne wouldn’t permit it. “And?”

“Abandoned. Recently. They found evidence of intense fire, unusual burn patterns matching what we saw on Hemal, and strange symbols carved into the stone. But Stark himself was gone.”

Callen wasn’t surprised. He hadn’t expected that Stark would have stayed. How could he? Whatever was at that location had been temporary. “It was hunting him. He must have sensed its approach and fled.”

“The question is—where to?” Lysara’s hand rested on her sword hilt, a habitual gesture when she was thinking. “If Stark is experimenting with dragon energy, or trying to call the dragon, he’s leaving destruction behind him. We need to find him before he strikes again. Possibly at the sanctuary itself.”

Callen understood the implication. Stark had already destroyed one Ashen Oath outpost. The northern and western sites showed his methodical approach. If he was indeed trying to locate the sanctuary, time was running short.

“You need someone who can track him,” Callen said. “Someone who understands his methods and can sense the energy patterns he leaves behind.”

Someone with drift, she didn’t say, but didn’t need to.

“The council is divided,” Lysara admitted. “Thorne believes you’re as much a threat as Stark, given your changing abilities. Others are more pragmatic.”

They weren’t wrong. That was the problem that he had, though it wasn’t one that he thought that he’d be able to move past. Not easily.

“And you?”

“I believe in using every tool available to protect our people.” She met his gaze directly. “Even tools with”—she glanced at the sword again—“unpredictable edges.”

Callen appreciated her honesty if not the comparison. “I could go to the Razorback. Investigate. Maybe find some trace of where he went next.”

“And work on controlling your connection away from watchful eyes?” Lysara’s perception was uncomfortably sharp. “A convenient solution for everyone.”

“I work better alone.”

She sighed. “I figured that about you when we first met. The kind of man who gained the reputation as the Nightshade.”

She hadn’t ever pushed him, nor had she attempted to try to understand what he’d been. Surprising, considering what so many of the others had done. She had accepted him. For that, he was thankful.

“A Black Veil. We’re trained to work together, but I was always better alone.”

“Not this time.” Lysara straightened. “I’m assigning Elhan to accompany you.”

Callen frowned. Though their relationship had improved since the northern outpost incident, Elhan’s history with Ashen Valley made him a complicated companion at best. If Elhan even agreed to go with him, it was more likely they’d argue than work well together. “If you’re looking for answers, are you sure it’s wise to send me with someone who would love to see me fail?”

She snorted. “If that were true, I’d send Thorne. But no. Elhan is one of our best trackers. And his Pyrin abilities might provide insight into what Stark is doing with fire manipulation.” Lysara’s tone left little room for argument, though she’d softened the tone with the comment. He understood the implication—anything he might learn might help him for Nora. “Besides, the council won’t approve a solo mission. Not when your connection to the dragon remains unpredictable.”

Callen understood the reasoning, even if he didn’t like it. And it wasn’t like they could trust him, though he wondered what they would do if he tried to leave. Would they stop him?

Could they?

That was a curiosity that he didn’t have an answer to, though he was uncertain that it mattered. With Amara and Nora here, he wouldn’t do anything that would put them—or others—into any danger. “When would you permit me to leave?”

“Tomorrow. First light.” Lysara moved toward the door, then paused. “I know this is more than just about finding Stark. You need to understand what’s happening to you. And that’s why I pushed for you to go. For your sake, and for those who care about you.”

The unexpected concern in her voice caught him off guard. Before he could respond, she was gone, leaving him alone with the humming sword and his thoughts.

Callen completed his work on the blade, forcing himself to focus on the practical aspects of sword-making rather than the strange drift that continued to flow through the metal. He attempted to direct the metal the way that he’d trained, but he found himself letting that power flow, undirected. It was easier. Not only did the work flow more easily, but it felt like the drift—and the metal—sang the way it should as he worked.

Why should that be?

Callen pushed that question out of mind as he continued to hammer. When he finished, the sword was both precisely what he’d intended and something more—a weapon that seemed to vibrate with potential that ordinary steel shouldn’t possess. Without trying to, he could feel it. There was a potency there, something beyond any weapon he’d ever made, as if the scaled blade sang with the drift he’d imbued in it.

And maybe that power could be used for good.

Hadn’t he done good things with it? He’d rescued Nora—even if he’d been the target in the first place. And now he could make a weapon that could be used to protect her and the others in the sanctuary. Maybe if he let that power flow, he could do more than he would have anticipated.

That was a much better thought.

He cleaned up the forge, securing tools and banking the fire before heading out. The afternoon sun cast long shadows across the sanctuary grounds as he made his way toward their cottage. His mind turned to tomorrow’s mission—what to tell Amara, how to prepare, what they might find at the Razorback.

As he approached their home, he noticed Amara standing outside speaking with Elder Shendra. The Pyrin elder’s silver-streaked hair gleamed in the sunlight as she gestured emphatically, her expression serious. When she spotted Callen, she fell silent.

Amara turned, her face registering surprise, then something more complicated. Concern, perhaps. Or worry.

“Callen,” she said, her voice carefully neutral. “We were just discussing Nora’s training.”

Elder Shendra inclined her head in greeting. “Nightshade.”

When he’d been with the Black Veil, he bore the name like a title. Now it was something else. A reminder of what he’d been, of course, and to some it was a mockery of what he’d done, though when it came to those like the elder, it was almost as if she were simply acknowledging what he had been—and might still be.

“Is something wrong?” Callen asked, noting the tension between them.

The elder and Amara exchanged a glance before Shendra spoke. “Your daughter’s abilities have intensified since your connection on the ridge. She created fire forms today that should be beyond her years of training.”

“That wouldn’t be the first time she’s done that. When she was held⁠—”

“That’s what we’ve been discussing,” Amara replied. “Shendra has some theories about why now, though.”

The elder studied Callen with eyes that seemed to see more than most. “The connection between parent and child is well documented in Pyrin tradition. Emotional bonds can sometimes influence developing abilities.” She paused. “But this is different. Her power increased significantly, and from all reports, it happened when you established your connection with the dragon.”

A cold weight settled in Callen’s stomach. “You’re suggesting my connection affected her.”

“I believe it may have amplified her natural talent,” Shendra said carefully. “Perhaps it awoke something in her the way the dragon fragment awakened something in you.”

“Are other Pyrin children showing similar changes?” he asked.

The elder shook her head. “Some minor fluctuations in ability, nothing beyond what we would expect during normal development. Only Nora shows this pattern of amplification.”

“It’s happening because of me,” Callen said as the realization sunk in. he would never have expected that his connection to the dragon would’ve affected her.

But why not?

Her connection to him had made it so that he had been able to reach the power of the fragment better. Emotion had been the key for him—and perhaps it had done more than he’d realized.

But then, the drift had always been like that. Connections changed connections.

“We don’t know what happened. Or if it’s related,” Amara said, but the worry in her eyes betrayed her.

Shendra bowed slightly. “I should return to the training grounds. We’re adjusting Nora’s lessons to help her manage this additional strength.” She looked directly at Callen. “I know you care for the girl. I see it when you look at her, much like I see the fear in your eyes now. But children are resilient, Nightshade. More so than we sometimes give them credit for.”

As the elder walked away, Callen noticed the sword at his side vibrating more intensely. He placed his hand on the hilt, feeling the resonance grow stronger as Shendra passed.

After the elder departed, silence stretched between Callen and Amara. The implications of what Shendra had shared weighed heavily on both of them.

“I don’t want to harm her,” he finally said.

“And you aren’t.”

He was quiet a moment. “Are we sure? Are you?” He looked up, meeting her gaze. “You know that I wouldn’t⁠—”

“Do anything to hurt her. Yes. I know that with all my heart.”

He swallowed hard. After everything, she knew him—and better than a man like him deserved. Which was why he had to do what he could to protect her—both of them.

“Lysara came to see me,” Callen said finally. “I’m leaving for the Razorback tomorrow. With Elhan.”

Amara’s expression shifted. “You are.”

“I’m the only one who can track Stark. And it needs to be done. I offered to go alone⁠—”

“No,” she said firmly. Her admonishment meant more than Lysara’s, though he suspected she knew that.

“I said I would go with him. Having a Pyrin with me might be helpful.”

She didn’t challenge that, nor did she challenge the choice of the Pyrin to go with him. “So soon?”

“Stark’s already gone, but there might be clues to where he went next. What he’s planning.” Callen hesitated. “And I need to understand my connection to the dragon better. To control it.”

“For Nora’s sake,” Amara said softly, understanding immediately. “You think distance might help?”

“I don’t know. But if my connection is affecting her, intensifying her abilities beyond what she can safely control…” He left the thought unfinished.

Amara stepped closer, taking his hands in hers. “This isn’t just about Nora, is it? You’re thinking of leaving permanently. If you can’t control it.”

He couldn’t hide anything from her, not after all they’d been through together. “If my presence puts you both at risk—from Stark, from the dragon, from whatever I’m becoming—then yes, I would leave. To keep you safe. You know that I would have to. I can’t lose…”

He couldn’t finish. He didn’t need to.

She stepped forward, touching a hand to his cheek. When she did, he felt like he was pulled back, the same way that he’d been pulled back when focused on the dragon. That connection was everything.

He took a deep breath.

“I don’t want to lose either of you,” he said, holding her gaze.

“We’ve had this conversation before,” she said. “In Emberdale, when you wanted to go after the Sturmov agents alone. After Ironvale, when you thought your injuries made you a liability.” Her grip tightened. “My answer hasn’t changed. We face this together.”

“And if together means bringing dragon fire to our doorstep? If it means changing what Nora can be?”

“Then we adapt. We learn. We prepare.” Her eyes held his, unwavering. “But we don’t separate. Not again.”

Callen wanted to believe her. To believe that they could face whatever came next as they had faced everything before—together, as a family. But the humming of the sword he’d forged lingered in his mind, a reminder of changes he didn’t fully understand and couldn’t entirely control.

“I should prepare for tomorrow,” he said.

Amara nodded, though concern still shadowed her eyes. “I’ll help you pack.”

That evening, after a quiet meal with Nora—who chattered excitedly about her training progress, unaware of the adults’ concerns—Callen slipped out of the cottage. He needed space to think, to process everything that had happened and what might come next.

His feet carried him to the sanctuary’s edge, where ancient pines stood casting long shadows against the darkness. Stars had emerged in the deep blue vault above, their light seeming to throb in rhythm with the subtle drift that never quite left him now. He could almost imagine the other entity out there, that power of the dragon, circling.

Hunting.

As he stood on the boundary between the sanctuary’s protection and the wilderness beyond, Callen closed his eyes and reached outward with his senses. The familiar drift patterns of the settlement spread behind him—hundreds of lives bound together in purpose and safety. Before him stretched the mountains, vast and ancient, their stony presence a steady beat beneath everything else.

And beyond, distant yet somehow clearer than before, he recognized it—the dragon’s presence. Its consciousness calling to something within him that he couldn’t quite place. Power, but what kind of power?

And what did it mean for him?

With every passing day, the danger grew—not just from outside, but from within.

Within the Black Veil, he’d been the Nightshade. It had been necessary.

Now it might be what brought down those he cared about.

He had changed.

Amara didn’t say it, but he didn’t need her to. He’d seen the look on her face when she’d described the scales, and the change they’d wrought to him. A change that she didn’t—and couldn’t—understand. The scales might have briefly appeared during his connection, but what if they didn’t go away? Would he end up like others? Stark? Or worse, steadily growing sicker like Tarek?

The power building in him would not stop. He felt it. Even when he tried to ignore it, that power imposed itself on him. He saw it in the sword that sang with power beyond its making, and he feared it in Nora’s accelerating abilities—all pointed to changes that couldn’t be ignored or denied.

Callen opened his eyes, gazing at the stars above. Whatever came next, one thing remained clear: he would do whatever necessary to protect those he loved, even if that meant he left.

The dragon’s power pulsed against his awareness, stronger than before, as if acknowledging his resolution—or perhaps challenging it.

Only time would tell which.


Chapter Six


ECHOES OF ASH


Dawn arrived with thin streaming light stretching across the eastern sky as Callen finished securing his pack. The sword he’d forged yesterday hung at his hip, its weight both familiar and strange—a constant, subtle vibration he could feel. He’d wrapped the hilt in leather, though it did nothing to conceal the scale pattern on the blade.

The sanctuary was quiet at this hour, most residents still asleep. Callen preferred it this way—no curious eyes, no whispered conversations that stopped when he approached. No need to say goodbye to anyone except those who mattered most.

Amara stood in the doorway of their cottage, arms crossed against the morning chill. They’d said what needed saying the night before, in private moments after Nora had fallen asleep. No tearful farewells, just quiet promises and shared understanding.

“Nora wanted me to give you this,” Amara said, pressing a small woven bracelet into his palm. “She made it in her weaving class. Said it would help you remember us.”

Callen closed his fingers around the simple band, feeling the care woven into each strand. “Tell her⁠—”

“I know what to tell her,” Amara said. Her hand touched his cheek briefly. “Just come back to us.”

He slipped the bracelet onto his wrist, tucking it beneath his sleeve where it wouldn’t interfere with movement but would remain close to his skin. A reminder of what awaited his return.

“I will,” he said.

At the sanctuary’s northern gate, Elhan waited, his own pack resting at his feet. The Pyrin man wore light leather armor beneath a weathered travel cloak, a curved blade strapped across his back.

“You’re late,” Elhan said.

“Saying goodbye takes time,” Callen replied, adjusting his own pack.

Without waiting any longer, he stepped through the gate with Elhan, leaving the sanctuary’s protection behind.

They moved in silence through the forested slopes, following game trails that wound upward toward the higher passes. Callen took the lead using the drift ability to read terrain and detect potential threats. Elhan followed, maintaining a distance that was neither too close nor too far.

By midday, they had climbed high enough that the sanctuary valley was no longer visible behind them. The path narrowed as it followed a rocky spine between two steeper slopes, forcing them to proceed single-file along the exposed ridge.

That’s when Callen first sensed it—a faint drift pattern at the very edge of his awareness. Not an animal, definitely human, and staying just beyond the range where he could identify them precisely.

“Someone’s following us,” he said, his voice low enough that only Elhan could hear.

The Pyrin man didn’t break stride. “Since when?”

“Not sure. I’ve felt something for the past hour, but it’s keeping its distance.”

“Black Veil?” Elhan’s hand moved subtly toward his weapon.

Callen extended his senses further, pushing the drift awareness to its limits. The presence seemed familiar somehow, but different from Black Veil training patterns. Smaller. Lighter. If he could control the connection to the dragon, he’d be able to extend that awareness even further, but wasn’t able to do that.

Yet. I need to.

That was one goal for this journey, whether he said it or not.

“I don’t think so,” he said. “But whoever it is knows how to move quietly.”

“Should we circle back?” Elhan asked. “Catch them between us?”

Callen considered the option but shook his head. “Not yet. Let’s see how far they follow us. Might tell us something about their intentions.”

“Or give them the opportunity to report our position,” Elhan said.

“If they wanted to report our position, they could have done so already.”

Elhan’s expression suggested he wasn’t satisfied with this approach, but he didn’t argue further.

As they approached a narrow pass between two cliff faces, Callen suddenly froze, raising his hand in a silent signal to stop. His drift sense had detected something ahead—multiple presences moving with the disciplined precision he recognized instantly.

“Black Veil,” he whispered, pulling Elhan behind a large boulder. “Patrol of four, coming through the pass. They haven’t sensed us yet.”

Elhan’s hand moved to his weapon. “Fight or hide?”

“Hide,” Callen said without hesitation. “We can’t risk word getting back about our presence.”

They pressed themselves against the rock face, moving into the shadows of a shallow overhang. Callen extended his drift sense to monitor the patrol’s movement, noting with alarm how close they were coming.

The stress of the situation triggered another response in his body. Looking down, scales began to form on the backs of his hands, spreading up his wrists. Callen clenched his teeth, focusing his will on controlling the transformation.

“Not now,” he muttered.

Elhan glanced at him, eyes widening at the sight. “Can you control it?” he whispered.

Callen nodded tensely, though sweat beaded on his forehead from the effort. The scales receded, but slowly, fighting his control. He pressed his hands against the cool stone, using the physical sensation as an anchor.

The Black Veil patrol passed within twenty paces of their hiding spot—close enough that Callen could identify their leader, a woman named Vestra who had specialized in mountain operations. They moved in standard search formation, alert but not alarmed, evidently unaware of Callen and Elhan’s presence.

Only when the patrol had disappeared around a bend in the path did Callen release his breath. The scales had fully receded, but the effort had left him drained.

“That was too close,” Elhan murmured. “How did you know?”

“I recognize their drift patterns,” Callen replied. “Each Black Veil carries a distinctive signature. Like a scent, but for the drift.”

“Will they double back?”

“Unlikely. They’re heading northeast, toward the same area we’re going. That’s more concerning.”

As afternoon faded toward evening, they reached a sheltered hollow nestled between three massive boulders. A natural windbreak with clear sightlines in all directions—as good a campsite as they could hope for in these mountains.

“We should stop here for the night,” Callen said, dropping his pack. “Whoever’s following will either make a move or settle in to watch.”

They established camp with minimal conversation. Elhan gathered wood for a small, well-contained fire while Callen secured the perimeter. Years of training made the preparations automatic, though Callen noted that Elhan watched his movements with careful attention.

As darkness fell, they sat across from each other at the small fire. Elhan produced dried meat and hard bread from his pack, offering a portion to Callen without comment. They ate in silence for a time, the crackling fire the only sound between them.

“Our follower is about a hundred paces back, on the ridge we descended.”

Elhan nodded, unsurprised. “You still think we shouldn’t confront them?”

“Not yet,” Callen said. “Let them think they’re undetected. It gives us an advantage.”

Another silence stretched between them, not quite comfortable but no longer as tense as it had been during their departure. Elhan stared into the flames, his expression distant.

“I need to talk about Ashen Valley,” he said suddenly, the words falling between them like stones.

Callen looked up, meeting the younger man’s gaze across the fire. He’d known this conversation would come eventually. Perhaps it was better to have it now, away from the sanctuary’s politics and watching eyes.

“Whenever you’re ready,” he said.

Elhan’s jaw tightened. “I lost my family there. My parents. My sister.”

“I didn’t know.”

“Nineteen adults. Eight children. Burned alive in their homes or cut down as they fled. A peaceful settlement that had done nothing to deserve it.” Elhan’s voice remained controlled, but anger simmered beneath the surface.

Callen didn’t look away. “Twenty-seven,” he corrected quietly. “Seven children. Not eight.”

The correction seemed to surprise Elhan. “You counted them?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because someone should remember them accurately,” Callen said. “Even the executioners.”

He didn’t often struggle with what he’d done, but there was something about what had happened in Ashen Valley that he’d struggled to move past. Maybe he couldn’t move past it.

Elhan studied him across the flames. “You were the Nightshade. Commander Stark’s right hand. The one who never missed a target.”

“I was.”

“Then why am I alive?” The question hung between them, genuinely puzzled rather than accusatory. “I was there that night. I should have died with the others.”

Callen placed another small branch on the fire, watching the flames catch. “We were told the village harbored Pyrin insurgents. That civilians were to have been evacuated before the operation.”

“You expect me to believe you didn’t know that what was really there? You were Stark’s most trusted assassin.”

“I was his most effective tool,” Callen corrected. “Trust had nothing to do with it. When I realized what was happening—that there were no insurgents, that the evacuation orders had been countermanded—I tried to abort the mission.”

Elhan’s expression shifted slightly. They’d been through this before, but he understood Elhan’s need for answers. Were the situation reversed, wouldn’t he want answers?

“The orders came in saying the operation was essential. Nothing to be done then.” Callen closed his eyes. He remembered how he’d argued. There was a point to death. There had to be, with what he’d learned—and done. Some death served a much higher purpose. But not what he’d been asked to do there. “When I tried to intervene directly, Krell knocked me unconscious. When I came to, the damage was done.” Callen’s voice remained even, though the memories burned fresh. “I found three survivors hiding in the storage cellar. A woman and two children. I led them to the forest edge and told them to run north, toward the Pyrin border.”

“My mother and I were two of them,” Elhan said, his voice barely audible. “And Lissa, our neighbor’s daughter.”

The fragments of memory aligned. Callen remembered the woman’s fierce protection of the children, her refusal to leave without her husband until he’d told her the man was already dead. The boy had been perhaps fifteen then.

“Your mother didn’t make it,” Callen said, understanding now why Elhan had survived while his family had died.

“Sturmov patrols caught us two days later,” Elhan said. “My mother fought to give us time to escape. Lissa and I ran while they took her.” His hand tightened around the cup he held. “I never saw her again.”

“I’m sorry,” Callen said, knowing the words were inadequate.

“Your apology means nothing,” Elhan replied, though there was less heat in his voice than Callen expected. “Why… did you help us?”

From the way he asked it, Callen could tell that he’d been wondering at that question for a while.

Callen stared into the flames. “Ashen Valley was the moment I realized what we had truly become—not protectors or enforcers of order, but weapons for profit and power.” He looked up. “I left the Black Veil after. Though not soon enough.”

Elhan considered this. “You continued to work for them, to kill for them, after Ashen Valley. For a time, at least.”

“Yes.” Callen didn’t try to justify it.

“And the dragon egg?” Elhan asked. Callen’s eyebrows rose slightly, and Elhan gave a mirthless smile. “The sanctuary has many ears. Everyone knows parts of your story, Nightshade. Few know all of it.”

“I delivered the egg to Stark as ordered,” Callen said. “I didn’t know what it was.”

They fell silent again, each lost in their own thoughts as the fire burned lower. Elhan seemed to be processing Callen’s account, comparing it against his own memories and what he’d been told by others.

“I’ve hated you for years,” Elhan said finally. “Focused my training on the day I might face you. And now I learn you tried to stop it. That you saved what remained of my family.” He shook his head. “I don’t know what to do with that.”

“You don’t need to do anything with it,” Callen said. “Your hatred was justified. What happened at Ashen Valley was unforgivable, regardless of my small act of intervention.”

“Perhaps,” Elhan said. His gaze dropped to the sword at Callen’s hip. He was quiet for a long time. “That blade… it’s not like your others.”

Callen’s hand moved unconsciously to the hilt. “No.”

“It’s connected to your abilities, isn’t it? To the dragon.”

Rather than answer directly, Callen unsheathed the sword, laying it across his knees. In the firelight, the scale pattern along the blade seemed almost to move, catching the flames in ways ordinary metal shouldn’t.

“It formed itself,” he said. “The pattern emerged as I worked. And it responds to me.”

Elhan studied the blade with a mixture of wariness and fascination. “May I?” he asked, extending his hand.

Callen hesitated, then reversed his grip, offering the hilt to Elhan. The Pyrin man took it carefully, holding the blade up to examine it in the firelight.

“It feels ordinary to me,” he said after a moment. “Well-crafted, perfectly balanced, but nothing more.”

Callen wasn’t surprised. “It responds to the drift.”

“Like the dragon responds to you,” Elhan said, returning the sword. “Is that why Stark hunts you? Because you can access the same powers?”

“That’s part of it,” Callen said, resheathing the blade. “The dragon egg I retrieved for him… something happened when I first touched it. A connection formed that should have been his, by his reckoning. He believes I stole what was rightfully his.”

“And now he seeks to claim that power through other means,” Elhan said.

Callen nodded. “That was what he wanted at the manor. And probably what he’s after now. It’s why we need to find out where he’s gone, what he’s planning next.”

The fire had burned down to embers, the mountain night closing around them. Their follower remained where Callen had sensed them earlier, making no move to approach.

“We should rest,” Callen said. “It’s another full day to the Razorback from here.”

Elhan nodded, settling his bedroll on the opposite side of the fire. “I’ll take first watch.”

“Wake me at midnight,” Callen said, stretching out on his own bedroll.

As he closed his eyes, Callen extended his awareness outward one last time, checking the perimeter. Their mysterious follower remained in position, their presence a faint echo against his sense of the drift. Beyond that, the mountain’s natural rhythms pulsed steady and ancient.

And far beyond, at the very edge of his perception, something else moved—vast wings against darkening skies, searching, circling. Hunting. The dragon’s consciousness brushed against his own briefly before withdrawing, leaving behind a sense of anticipation that followed Callen into uneasy dreams.
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Callen woke suddenly, his hand already on his sword hilt before his eyes opened. The mountain night remained peaceful, stars wheeling overhead in the clear sky. Elhan sat alert at the fire’s embers, his posture indicating he’d sensed nothing amiss.

Yet something had changed.

The drift within Callen pulsed stronger than before, responding to… what? He extended his senses outward, seeking the source of his unease.

Above them, beyond normal sight, he felt it—the dragon’s presence, closer now than it had been at dusk. Not directly overhead, but circling the peaks to the north. Searching. Moving with purpose rather than the random patterns he’d sensed in previous days.

“What is it?” Elhan asked, noting Callen’s sudden alertness.

“The dragon,” Callen said. “It’s nearby. Circling.”

Elhan’s hand moved to his blade. “How near?”

“Closer than before.” Callen closed his eyes, focusing his sense of the drift outward and upward.

The connection formed more easily than he expected—a sliding into awareness rather than the forced joining he’d experienced on the ridge. Through the dragon’s eyes, he glimpsed moonlit peaks, valleys cloaked in shadow, and something else.

A sudden glow on a distant mountainside. Not the warm orange of natural fire, but a cold blue that pulsed in regular patterns. Someone was using fire as a beacon—or a summoning.

The vision faded as quickly as it had come, leaving Callen gasping.

“What is it?” Elhan asked.

“Vision,” Callen said, trying to clear his mind.

“What did you see?” Elhan asked.

“A signal fire. Blue flame.” Callen stood, orienting himself. “North and east of here. Maybe half a day’s journey from the Razorback.”

“Stark?”

He nodded. That was the only answer he could come up with. Callen began gathering his gear. “We should move.”

Elhan didn’t question the urgency, quickly packing his own belongings. “What about our shadow?” he asked, nodding toward the ridge where their follower still waited.

“They’ll either keep following or head back to report,” Callen said. “Either way, we don’t have time to deal with them now.”

Within minutes, they were moving through the darkness, Callen leading with his sense of the drift extended to navigate the mountain paths without light. Elhan followed close behind.

They traveled through the remainder of the night, pushing hard across increasingly rugged terrain. As dawn broke, they caught their first glimpse of the Razorback peak—a jagged mountain whose summit resembled a serrated blade piercing the sky. Two distinctive spires rose from its eastern face, exactly as Callen had seen in his vision.

“There,” Elhan said, pointing to a shadowed gap in the mountain’s lower slopes. “That’s where the old temple complex should be located.”

Callen nodded, studying the approach. The ruins were nestled in a natural amphitheater, partially obscured by ancient pines that had grown up around the abandoned structures. From this distance, nothing seemed off—no movement, no smoke, no obvious signs of recent occupation.

But Callen’s sense of the drift told a different story. Even from here, he could detect disturbances in the site’s natural energy patterns—ripples and discordances that suggested powerful forces had been released recently.

They made their final approach cautiously, moving from cover to cover as they descended toward the temple ruins. The morning sun had just cleared the eastern peaks when they reached the edge of the complex.

Up close, the devastation was immediately apparent. The ground was scorched in spiraling patterns, the stone itself changed into something that resembled volcanic glass in places. And everywhere, the distinctive scale-like patterns.

“By the flame,” Elhan whispered, kneeling to examine one of the patterns. “What could do this to stone?”

Callen stepped carefully through the ruins, sense of the drift guiding him. His sword hummed at his side, responding to the residual power that permeated the site.

“Dragon fire,” he said. “But controlled, directed. Shaped by someone who understands its properties.”

They made their way deeper, toward what appeared to have been the central chamber of the temple. Here, the destruction was most complete—stone columns melted, floor tiles fused together into a single sheet of obsidian-like material. In the center of this chamber, a circular pattern had been burned into the stone—concentric rings of scale-like marks surrounding a central symbol that made Callen’s breath catch.

“What is it?” Elhan asked.

Callen knelt beside the symbol, not touching it but tracing its outline in the air above the burned stone. “This pattern is the same as what formed on my sword.”

He drew his blade and held it near the symbol. In the morning light, the scale pattern along the sword’s edge perfectly matched the outermost ring of the burned symbol.

“That’s unsettling,” Elhan said carefully.

“It suggests whatever Stark is doing, whatever power he’s accessing—it’s connected to the same source as my abilities.”

As he examined the patterns, the residual energy seemed to respond to his presence—but not actively. His sword hummed more insistently at his side, its vibration rising from subtle to noticeable.

“The patterns aren’t random,” Elhan said, moving around the chamber’s perimeter. “They form words in an old script. Similar to ancient Pyrin writing.”

Callen hadn’t realized the Pyrin man could read such symbols. “Can you read it?”

Elhan frowned, tracing the patterns with his fingers. “It’s hard. Sort of fragmented. ‘Bind’. ‘Blood’. ‘Ascend’. I can’t make out complete phrases.”

“Stark attempting to bind dragon power to himself,” Callen said, the pieces aligning in his mind. “Using blood and fire to forge a connection like the one I have naturally.”

“Naturally?” Elhan gave him a skeptical look. “There’s nothing natural about a human connecting to a dragon.”

“Perhaps not for most humans,” Callen said. “But Finch has theories about families that carried dragon abilities through generations.”

“And you believe you carry such blood?”

“I don’t know,” Callen said. “But something in me recognized something in the dragon egg five years ago.”

He continued examining the central pattern, trying to understand what Stark had attempted here. The residual energy responded more strongly to his presence the longer he stayed, the burned marks seeming almost to glow with a faint inner light when he passed his hand over them.

Without thinking, Callen placed his palm directly on the central symbol.

Energy surged up through his arm, the drift pulsing through his body in waves that matched his heartbeat. The sword at his hip vibrated violently, its hum becoming an audible song that echoed through the ruined chamber.

Callen felt his skin burning—not with heat, but with power that sought expression. Looking down, scales formed along his forearm, spreading up from his hand in the same pattern as the symbol beneath his palm. The transformation didn’t hurt; instead, it felt as if his body were assuming a form it was meant to take.

With the physical change came vision—abrupt and all-consuming.

Stark stood at the center of another circular pattern, this one carved into living rock rather than burned. His arms were raised, scales gleaming along his exposed skin as he chanted in a language Callen didn’t recognize but somehow understood. Blue fire danced around him, forming shapes and symbols that matched those on his skin.

Mountain peaks rose around this scene—three distinctive summits forming a triangular pattern. Callen recognized them. The ritual site wasn’t far from their current position—less than half a day’s journey to the northeast.

The vision released him as suddenly as it had seized him, leaving Callen gasping on his knees, the scales on his arm slowly fading back into normal skin. Elhan stood frozen a few paces away, his hand on his weapon, expression caught between concern and fear.

“Your eyes,” he said. “They changed. Like a dragon’s.”

Callen’s hand went to his face. “Did I say anything?”

Elhan shook his head. “What happened?”

“I saw Stark,” Callen said, struggling to his feet. “He’s at another site to the northeast. Three peaks arranged in a triangle and he’s⁠—”

“You need to explain what you’re doing here,” a new voice interrupted.

Both men spun toward the sound. Standing at the chamber’s entrance was a familiar figure—Kira, Thorne’s young shadow, looking grimy from travel but determined. She held a small crossbow trained on them with surprisingly steady hands.

“Kira,” Callen said, keeping his voice calm. “You’ve been following us since we left the sanctuary.”

“On Thorne’s orders,” she said, stepping into the chamber. “To observe and report.”

“And does Thorne know you’re confronting us directly?” Elhan asked. “Or did you decide that on your own?”

Something flickered across the girl’s face—uncertainty, perhaps. “I make decisions as necessary.”

“Put the crossbow down,” Callen said, studying her more carefully now. There was something about her drift pattern that seemed different from their previous encounters at the sanctuary—a edge to it he hadn’t detected before. “We’re on the same side.”

“Are we?” she asked, not lowering her weapon. “I saw what happened just now. The scales. The eyes. You’re changing. Becoming something not human. That’s what Thorne was concerned about.”

“I’m controlling it,” Callen said, though he wasn’t entirely sure that was true.

“Like Stark controls his changes?” Kira’s voice held a bitterness that seemed to go beyond Thorne’s taught suspicion. “I’ve seen what dragon power does to people.”

The accusation caught Callen’s attention. “You’ve seen someone changed by dragon power.”

Kira’s eyes narrowed, but she didn’t deny it. “My father found evidence of experiments with dragon fragments. Then they used him too.” Her grip on the crossbow tightened. “He grew scales. His eyes changed. His mind changed. And then he burned our home with my mother inside it.”

The pieces clicked into place. Kira’s obsessive observation of Callen, her connection to Thorne, her personal mission disguised as duty.

“You think I’ll become like him,” Callen said, understanding now. “That the dragon power will corrupt me the same way.”

“I think it corrupts everyone eventually. Some faster than others.”

“Then why follow us?” he asked. “Why not simply report back to Thorne?”

“Because I need to know for certain,” Kira said. “I need to see what happens when you’re exposed to dragon power. When you have to make choices about how to use it. Like now.”

Before Callen could respond, his sense of the drift flared a warning. Multiple figures approaching, moving with precision and purpose.

“We have company,” he said quietly to Elhan. “Two Black Veil leading a group of soldiers. Approaching from the east and north entrances.”

Elhan tensed, his hand moving to his blade. “How much time?”

“Only a few minutes.” Callen turned back to Kira. “Put the crossbow down. Whatever you think of me, Stark’s people are the real enemy right now.”

For a moment, she hesitated, conflict visible in her young face. Then, with obvious reluctance, she lowered the weapon.

“You need to hide,” Callen said. “Find cover and stay out of sight. Elhan and I will handle this.”

“I can fight,” she protested.

“Maybe,” Callen said. “But you’re also our only link to the sanctuary if things go wrong. Someone needs to report what we’ve found here.”

Kira nodded and moved to a partially collapsed section of wall.

Callen drew his sword, the scaled blade humming with anticipation as if eager for what was to come. The dragon power within him stirred in response, the drift building in his chest and flowing down his arm to the weapon.

“Two Black Veil and what, four or five soldiers?” Elhan said, drawing his own curved blade. “Still not good odds.”

“Black Veil are the real threat,” Callen replied, moving to position himself where he could see all approach routes. “The soldiers are trained, but predictable.”

“That might be true for the Nightshade. But what are you now?”

The question hung between them as shadows appeared at the temple entrances. At the eastern entrance, a Black Veil in dark leather armor moved with fluid precision, flanked by two Sturmov soldiers in lighter combat gear. From the north, another Black Veil approached more cautiously, with three soldiers spreading out behind him.

Callen recognized the lead Black Veil—a man named Daltiv who had specialized in recovery operations. Not one of Stark’s elite, but dangerous nonetheless.

The dragon power rose within Callen, resonating with the sword in his hand. The potential to unleash it fully, to let the transformation take him, beckoned with seductive power.

A choice. A test of what he was becoming.

Daltiv stepped into the chamber, weapon raised, his eyes widening slightly in recognition. “Nightshade,” he said, his voice carrying both surprise and satisfaction. “Commander Stark will be pleased.”

And Callen made his decision.


Chapter Seven


SCALES OF POWER


A thin smile spread across Daltiv’s face. “The Nightshade, delivered right to us.”

Callen’s grip tightened on his sword. “I’m not the Nightshade anymore.”

“No?” Daltiv’s gaze flickered to the blade in Callen’s hand, to the scale pattern gleaming along its edge. “Then what are you?”

Recognition hit Callen like a physical blow. Daltiv. The eager young recruit he’d trained five years ago, who’d hung on his every word during combat drills. Who’d asked a thousand questions about technique and strategy. Who’d called him “mentor” with genuine respect.

A memory flashed through Callen’s mind—Daltiv, barely eighteen, following him through the training grounds at dawn, voice hushed with excitement.

“Teach me the shadow step,” the boy had pleaded, eyes bright with determination. “I’ve been practicing the footwork for weeks.”

“It’s not just footwork,” Callen had replied, demonstrating the precise shift of weight from heel to toe. “It’s about becoming part of the shadows themselves. Feeling the drift guide your movements.”

“I can do it,” Daltiv had insisted. “I want to be just like you.”

Callen had relented, spending three hours before breakfast drilling the technique until Daltiv collapsed from exhaustion—but with a triumphant smile on his face.

“You were supposed to be better than this,” Callen said, the words carrying the weight of personal disappointment.

Daltiv’s smile faltered for just a moment. “You taught me to follow orders, mentor. To serve the mission above all else. I’m still doing exactly what you showed me.”

“That’s not all I taught you,” Callen said, his voice low. “I taught you to question orders that made no sense. To understand why you were doing what you did.”

“Those were dangerous lessons,” Daltiv replied, something flickering behind his eyes—regret, perhaps. “The Commander made that very clear after you left.”

“Daltiv,” Callen said, taking a half-step forward, “you don’t have to do this. You know what Stark is becoming. This isn’t what you wanted when you joined.”

The younger man’s jaw tightened. “It’s too late for that, mentor. You made your choice. I made mine.”

The question echoed Elhan’s from moments earlier. Callen had no answer for either of them.

The second Black Veil—a lean woman with close-cropped hair whom Callen didn’t recognize—flanked to the right. The soldiers spread out behind them, weapons raised, waiting.

“Surrender now,” Daltiv continued, “and the others might live.”

Callen glanced at Elhan, their silent communication requiring no words. The Pyrin man had shifted his stance subtly, his right hand now glowing with a faint amber light—fire energy gathering just beneath the skin.

“I have a counter-offer,” Callen said, stepping forward to draw attention away from Elhan—and from Kira’s hiding place. “Tell me where Stark is, and I’ll make your deaths quick.”

Daltiv laughed. “Still arrogant. Commander Stark said you would be.” He gestured to his soldiers. “Take them.”

The soldiers advanced in formation. Callen remained still, his sense of the drift expanding outward, reading the subtle vibrations of movement, the patterns of trained aggression. Everything slowed in his perception and enhanced by the drift flowing through him.

When the first soldier attacked, Callen was already moving.

His blade intercepted the soldier’s sword, the scaled edge catching the light as he redirected the force of the blow. The soldier stumbled, off-balance. Callen spun, bringing his blade around in an arc that sliced through the man’s armor at the shoulder—a non-lethal strike intended to disable rather than kill.

As the drift power surged through him with the exertion of combat, Callen felt a tingling sensation across his knuckles. Glancing down, he saw scales forming along the backs of his hands, gleaming with a metallic blue sheen as they caught the light.

The second soldier hesitated long enough for Elhan to act.

The Pyrin man thrust his palm forward, a concentrated flicker of flame leaping from his fingertips. The soldier dove sideways, crashing into a fallen column.

Callen sensed Kira moving from her hiding place—either to escape or assist, he couldn’t tell.

Daltiv and the female Black Veil circled, waiting for an opening.

Callen recognized the strategy—let the soldiers wear down the target, then strike with precision. It was a tactic he’d used himself.

As Callen dispatched the third soldier with a swift blow to the temple, he noticed something about the female Black Veil. Her movements were too fluid and too fast. As he focused, he noticed that at her collar, just visible above her armor, a faint pattern marred her skin—the beginning of scales.

Stark was now testing his own people.

“Elhan, the woman,” Callen called, shifting to intercept Daltiv. “She’s changed.”

Elhan glanced toward the female Black Veil, his eyes widening as he noticed what Callen had seen. He redirected his fire, sending it working along the ground, a line of flame that would separate her from the others.

Daltiv attacked with movements Callen had personally drilled into him years ago. The same patterns, the same footwork, even the same feints Callen had taught him to use against larger opponents. For a moment, it was like sparring in the training yards again—except this time, his former student was trying to kill him.

Until Daltiv changed the pattern.

The Black Veil lunged, his blade slipping past Callen’s guard to strike a shallow cut along his ribs. Pain flared, but more surprising was the cold that followed—a numbing sensation that spread outward from the wound.

Poison.

Callen’s sense of the drift surged in response to the threat, power rising unbidden. The sword in his hand began to hum audibly, the scale pattern along its length glowing with a faint blue light. Energy flowed from his arm into the blade, making the air shimmer around it.

The scales on his hands spread rapidly with this new surge of power, extending up his wrists and beginning to cover his forearms. Each use of the drift seemed to accelerate the transformation, the scales advancing like a tide of midnight blue across his skin.

When Callen struck again, weapons connected with a sound like shattering glass.

Daltiv’s sword broke apart, shards of metal flying outward. The Black Veil stumbled back, staring at the ruined hilt in his hand.

Power flowed Callen. The scales that had manifested earlier threatened to return, power seeking physical expression. It would be so easy to surrender to it, to let the power expand through him.

A cry broke through his thoughts.

Kira had abandoned her hiding place and now found herself cornered by the fourth soldier, who advanced with drawn sword. The girl had her small crossbow raised, but her hands trembled.

Protective instinct flooded through Callen, memories of Nora in danger overriding all else. The drift within him surged explosively, his focus narrowing to a single imperative: protect.

But this time, the transformation didn’t come gently.

Pain lanced through his arms as his skin began to split along invisible seams. Blood welled from the tears, running down his forearms in thin rivulets as scales pushed through from beneath. The sensation was like having his flesh flayed from the inside out, each emerging scale forcing its way through muscle and sinew.

The scales, already covering his hands and forearms from the earlier surges, now spread rapidly past his elbows, reaching toward his shoulders as the power responded to his heightened emotional state.

He cried out, the sound raw and agonized, as the scales spread from his hands toward his elbows. Then, desperately, he thought of Nora’s bracelet—the simple copper beads she’d made for him, threaded with love and trust. The memory of her small hands placing it on his wrist, her proud smile as she explained each carefully crafted bead.

The spreading scales slowed, the agony lessening as the transformation fought against his emotional anchor. His skin still hung in bloody tatters between the emerging dragon armor, but the scales stopped at his forearms rather than consuming his entire body. The metallic scent of his own blood filled his nostrils, but the worst of the change had been contained.

He crossed the space in a heartbeat.

The soldier turned as Callen reached him. Callen’s left hand caught the man’s sword wrist, twisting and shattering it. The soldier screamed. The soldier crumpled to the ground, clutching his ruined wrist.

As Callen turned, his drift sense flared a warning—too late. Another soldier, previously unseen, lunged from behind a fallen column, blade aimed at Callen’s back.

In the split second before the blade would have struck, a crossbow bolt whistled through the air, striking the attacker in the throat. The man fell, gurgling and clutching at the bolt as blood poured between his fingers.

Callen spun to see Kira standing with her small crossbow, her hands now steady, her expression cold and determined.

“I chose my side,” she said simply, already reaching for another bolt.

Callen turned just as the female Black Veil jumped past Elhan’s flame. She moved with unnatural quickness, her skin visibly marked with scale patterns across her face and neck.

“Dragon-touched,” she hissed, her voice distorted. “The Commander said you would be glorious.”

Her blade whistled through the air as she attacked. Elhan barely managed to avoid the strike, tumbling sideways before sending another flicker of flame toward her. She ignored it as if it were nothing more than warm air, the scales on her skin glowing in response, and as Elhan moved back another step.

Callen intercepted her, his scaled blade meeting hers.

They danced back and forth, strike after strike.

She was fast. Skilled, too. It made sense that Stark would use her.

Callen needed to end this.

For Nora.

The connection with the dragon surged, and his blade sliced across her thigh, drawing blood. She staggered but didn’t fall.

Callen closed the distance, stabbing quickly. His scaled blade pierced her armor just below the breastplate, sinking deep. Her eyes widened, and then she convulsed as she collapsed. Callen felt it as her connection to the drift shattered. He’d never felt anything like it before, but it had been unstable. Now it was no more.

Silence fell around them. Daltiv made a desperate lunge toward the exit.

Callen intercepted him. “I think you’re going to come with us,” Callen said, forcing him to his knees with one hand.

The scales that had formed on his arms were slowly receding, but the torn skin remained, blood still seeping from the wounds where they’d emerged. The power was ebbing, but he could still feel it within him.

Kira approached cautiously, her eyes fixed on the blood staining Callen’s arms. “Does it always hurt like that?” she asked, looking up at him. “When they come through?”

Callen looked down at his torn skin, the bleeding already slowing as the wounds began to close with unnatural speed. “Yes,” he said quietly. “Every time.”

She shook her head. “What are you going to do with him?”

“We ask him questions,” Callen said. “And hope he values his life enough to answer.”

Elhan joined them, his face grim as he surveyed the destruction around them. “The soldiers?”

“Unconscious,” Callen replied. “Not killed.”

“Except the one Kira shot,” Elhan noted, glancing at the girl with newfound respect. “Good aim.”

Kira met his gaze evenly. “I learned to protect myself a long time ago.”

A flicker of surprise crossed Elhan’s face, but he simply nodded. “We should bind them before they recover.”

They used the soldiers’ own restraints to secure them, dragging them to one side of the clearing where they could be watched but wouldn’t interfere. Callen bound Daltiv more thoroughly.

Callen crouched before Daltiv. The Black Veil’s eyes focused on him, narrowing as he did.

“You’re going to tell me everything,” Callen said, letting a small measure of the dragon power flow back into him. “Where Stark is. What he’s planning. How he used that power on her.”

He motioned to the fallen Black Veil.

Daltiv’s jaw tightened, but his eyes kept darting to the blood still staining Callen’s arms. “You’re not the man who trained me,” he said quietly. “That transformation... it’s killing you from the inside out, isn’t it?”

“Maybe,” Callen said. “But I’ll live long enough to stop Stark. Will you?”

“I’m not like you, Nightshade. I’ll die before betraying the Black Veil.”

“That can be arranged,” Callen said.

“You won’t torture me,” Daltiv replied. “Not the great Nightshade who suddenly grew a conscience. Not with the girl watching.”

Callen leaned closer. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe I won’t torture you.” He raised his hand, anger filling him. The torn skin along his forearm began to split again, fresh scales pushing through as blood welled. “But this power inside me hungers. And I’m still learning to control it.”

Fear flickered across Daltiv’s face. “You wouldn’t.”

“I’ve seen what happened to your companion,” Callen continued. “What Stark did to her. Will this happen to you?”

Something broke in Daltiv’s expression. “She volunteered,” he said quietly. “Vestra. She volunteered for the procedure. The Commander said it would make her stronger, special.” He swallowed hard. “Three others died before her. Their bodies… they just burned away.”

“And still Stark continues,” Callen said.

“He’s perfecting the process,” Daltiv said. “Each person lasts longer. Controls the power better.” He looked at Callen’s arm where the scales had been. “But none of them change like you do. None of them can return once the transformation begins.”

He thought of the merchant Tarek and what he’d gone through. Had that been intentional? At the time, Callen had thought Tarek had stumbled onto the dragon egg fragment, but what if there was more to it?

“Where is he now?” Callen asked.

Daltiv hesitated, then nodded toward the northeast. “He plans to trap the dragon. To bind it. The Commander believes if he can capture it, he can transfer its full power to himself. Become more than human. More than dragon.”

Callen exchanged a glance with Elhan, before turning his attention back to Callen. “How does he think he’s going to trap it?” Callen asked.

“Some kind of cage for the drift,” Daltiv replied. “I don’t know how it works. I know the basics of the drift, but I can’t learn what he does. Or you.”

Callen stood, turning to Elhan. “He can’t trap the dragon. I need to stop him.”

He didn’t know if Stark could succeed, but he wasn’t sure he could take that risk, either.

“You’re insane,” Daltiv said. “He has at least thirty soldiers there, plus the dragon-touched. You’d need an army to succeed.”

“We don’t need to defeat his forces,” Callen replied. “Just disrupt the trap.”

Elhan pulled Callen out of Daltiv’s earshot, keeping his voice low. “Even if we reach him, it’s too dangerous. We should return to the sanctuary, bring reinforcements.”

“There’s no time,” Callen said. “And we can’t risk leading more Ashen Oath into what could be a trap.”

“So the two of us against that force?” Elhan shook his head.

Kira, who had been silent during the interrogation, stepped forward. “So what do we do now?” She glanced at the bound Black Veil. “With him, and the others?”

Callen considered Daltiv. Under normal circumstances—in his former life—he would have eliminated a potential threat without hesitation. But he wasn’t that person anymore. Or at least, he was trying not to be.

“We’ll leave them bound,” Callen said. “They’ll be found eventually.”

“They’ll report back to Stark,” Elhan said.

“By then, it won’t matter,” Callen said. “We’ll either have succeeded or failed.”

Elhan’s expression remained doubtful. “Going after Stark with just the three of us is suicide. We should return to the sanctuary, bring reinforcements.”

“There’s no time,” Callen said.

“So what’s your plan?” Elhan asked. “Walk into his camp and ask him politely to stop?”

“No. We deal with Stark,” Callen said.

“You mean you deal with him,” Elhan corrected. “This is personal for you.”

Callen didn’t deny it. Stark had been his mentor, his commander—and now his hunter. And Daltiv had been his student, someone he’d shaped and trained, now turned against him. The confrontation between them had been inevitable since Callen left the Black Veil.

They gathered what supplies they could salvage from the soldiers and prepared to move out. As they worked, Callen felt the lingering effects of the dragon power slowly subsiding. The numbing poison from Daltiv’s blade had been neutralized by the surge of energy, his wound already beginning to heal. The tears in his skin from the emerging scales had closed completely, leaving only faint scars as evidence of the brutal transformation. He still wasn’t quite sure what to make of that, and it was something he’d have to talk to Amara about when he returned.

And I will return.

The sun had reached its zenith, giving them perhaps a little daylight to cover difficult rock. They would need to push hard to reach a position near where Stark would be before nightfall.

Callen took the lead, using his sense of the drift to find the easiest path. Kira followed close behind him, with Elhan taking the rear guard position. The girl had been quiet since the battle, her gaze occasionally darting to Callen’s arms where the transformation had torn through his flesh.

“You have questions,” Callen said as they navigated a steep slope.

“Many,” she admitted. “But one most of all.” She paused, gathering her thoughts. “When you changed—when the scales appeared—were you still yourself? Inside?”

The question cut to the heart of his own fears. “Yes,” he said after a moment. “The power changes how I perceive things, enhances certain instincts. But my thoughts remained my own.”

“My father said the same,” Kira replied quietly. “At first. But gradually, he stopped being himself.”

“How long had he been exposed?” Callen asked.

“Months,” she said. “It started slowly—just small patches of scales that would appear and vanish. Then they stayed longer each time. By the end, he was more scale than skin.”

He sighed. “We can camp for now. Figure out what we’re going to do with the rest of them. Then we will move on.”

They made camp beneath an overhanging rock face that shielded them from view while providing some protection from the mountain wind. After a cold meal, Elhan took first watch while Kira curled up in her bedroll, exhaustion quickly claiming her.

Callen waited until both seemed settled, then moved quietly to the edge of their small camp. He needed space—and focus. Finding a spot at the edge of their sheltered overhang, he sat cross-legged, the scaled sword laid across his knees. Moonlight caught the pattern along its edge, making it gleam.

Control. That’s what he needed most now. Not just to suppress the power, as he’d been trying for months, but to direct it. To understand it.

Closing his eyes, Callen steadied his breathing. This time, rather than forcing the connection or fighting against it, he simply allowed his awareness to expand outward. The drift within him responded, flowing through his body.

For long minutes, nothing happened beyond the steady pulse of energy. Then, at the edge of his consciousness, he felt… something. Not quite a presence, more like an echo—distant, indistinct. He couldn’t tell if it was the dragon or merely a reflection of his own reaching thoughts.

Callen focused more intently, not pushing but inviting. The connection was there, he knew it—he just needed to find the right approach. He adjusted the drift, trying to fortify the connection.

A flicker of awareness brushed against his mind—gone almost before he registered it. He breathed slowly, trying to reach for that connection again.

Then another, stronger this time.

Not words or images, but sensations: height, wind, moonlight on scales. The dragon was there, its consciousness touching his, the connection tenuous.

With careful concentration, Callen strengthened the link. The sensations intensified, becoming clearer. He caught glimpses through the dragon’s eyes—mountain peaks from above, stars overhead, the ground far below. The creature was circling high above, its powerful wings carrying it in wide, swooping arcs.

But something was wrong. The dragon’s movements felt… limited. Strangely, he could also feel some emotion behind the creature’s movements.

Frustration. Confusion.

And Callen understood what had happened, even if he wasn’t sure how.

Stark’s trap was already working—at least partially. Not fully activated yet, but already exerting its pull.

Callen attempted to send a warning: Danger. Keep away.

He doubted it would work. There didn’t seem to be a way for him to talk to the dragon. Only the dragon’s consciousness reacted with surprise.

Its flight pattern faltered momentarily before stabilizing. Through their connection, Callen felt the creature’s struggle as it tried to pull away from the influence of the energy beams.

Can’t, came the impression—not a word so much as a concept, wrapped in growing anxiety. Bound. Drawn.

Callen concentrated harder, trying to understand what was happening. Through the dragon’s senses, felt the way the wind pulled, as if the mountains were drawing. Whatever Stark was doing was tied to this place.

The dragon fought against the pull, but with each moment, its flight path spiraled closer to whatever it was Stark was doing. A subtle, inexorable drawing inward.

Resist, Callen projected, focusing his thoughts. Fight it.

The connection began to fade as the dragon’s strength waned, its struggle against the trap consuming its energy. As their minds separated, Callen felt a final impression from the creature. The dragon would resist—but needed help.

The pressure in his mind receded, leaving his body weakened with the effort of maintaining the connection. He opened his eyes to find the scaled pattern on his sword glowing faintly blue, resonating with the energy he’d channeled.

He could still feel some of the connection to the dragon. He was still aware of the frustration, the anger, and perhaps even a little fear that the dragon felt.

They would have to act quickly, or Stark would succeed in claiming the dragon. And if he did, Callen didn’t know how he would stop him—or if he could be stopped.


Chapter Eight


TEMPLE OF THE DRIFT


The mountain path narrowed to a ledge barely wide enough for a single person. Below, a sheer drop of several hundred feet ended in jagged rocks. Callen led the way, his cautious because of the loose gravel that occasionally shifted beneath his boots.

Behind him, Kira moved quickly and with a surprising confidence. Every so often, she’d spin, as if looking for someone following, before hurrying ahead, unmindful of her footing. Elhan brought up the rear, glancing back to ensure they weren’t followed, though with Kira’s focus that wasn’t really that necessary.

“How much farther?” Kira asked, her voice barely audible over the wind that whipped through the mountain pass.

Callen paused, extending his senses outward. The drift within him had been growing stronger as they approached their destination, making it easier to detect disturbances in the natural energy patterns of the mountains. But with that enhanced sensitivity came other changes—ones he was struggling to control.

“Not far,” he replied, flexing his left hand where scales had briefly appeared before fading again. “Maybe two hours if we maintain this pace.”

The scales had been manifesting with increasing frequency since they’d left the ruined temple at the Razorback. Sometimes just a few appeared on his forearm or the back of his hand; other times they spread further, covering his skin in a pattern that resembled armor more than corruption. Unlike what had happened to Tarek or the female Black Veil, the transformation didn’t seem to cause him pain. And so far, it had been reversible. Callen didn’t know what he’d do if that were to change.

Elhan eyed Callen’s hand. “It’s happening more often,” he said. “And lasting longer each time.”

“I’ve noticed,” Callen said.

“Is it the dragon?” Kira asked. “Is it getting closer?”

“Not exactly,” Callen said, starting forward again as the path widened slightly. “It’s more like everything around me is charged with energy.” Dragon energy, he didn’t say, but then he didn’t need to. “Resonating. And my body is responding to it.”

It was more than that his body responded. It was how he felt that the drift call to him. Though he had felt the connection to the dragon, there had been no sign of it otherwise. Still, Callen could feel the dragon presence and knew that he had to be careful, if only because it was possible that he might lead Stark to the dragon.

As they rounded a bend in the path, Kira suddenly stopped, her attention caught by something carved into the rock face.

“Look at this,” she said, brushing away centuries of lichen to reveal ancient symbols etched into the stone.

Callen and Elhan joined her, studying the weathered inscription.

“Can you read it?” Callen asked.

Kira traced the symbols with her fingertips. “Some of it. My father collected old texts... he was obsessed with ancient drift practices.” Her brow furrowed in concentration. “It marks the path to a place called the ‘Binding Chambers.’ Something about ‘trials of harmony between Singer and dragon.’”

“Singer?” Elhan asked.

Callen shook his head.

“The inscription says the temple contains three sacred spaces,” Kira went on. “The Meditation Chamber for preparation, the Trial Chamber for testing worthiness, and the...” she hesitated, “the Binding Chamber, where Singer and dragon would form their permanent bond.”

“Or where the dragon could be trapped,” Callen said.

“This is why Stark chose this location,” Elhan realized. “He’s repurposing an ancient site.”

Kira’s expression darkened. “The inscription warns that those who enter unprepared or unworthy will be consumed by the binding.”

They continued in silence, navigating through a section where the path had partially collapsed, requiring them to leap across a small gap. As Callen helped Kira across, he felt another surge of power. This time, the scales spread rapidly up his arm to his shoulder before he could suppress the transformation.

“Nightshade,” Elhan said. “Your eyes.”

Callen blinked, his vision suddenly sharper, colors more vivid. He’d suspected there was more of a dragon change when he summoned the power, but hadn’t known that it would impact his vision like this.

“It’s still me,” he assured them, forcing his breathing to slow, trying to control the energy flowing through him.

“Don’t hold it,” Elhan said. “I don’t want to have survived Ashen Valley only for the Nightshade Dragon to take me.”

“I’m not going to let that happen,” Callen said, masking his own doubts. “I can control it.”

“How can you be sure?” Elhan asked.

Callen had no answer. Instead, he turned and continued along the path, using his enhanced senses to scout ahead. The drift allowed him to detect subtle vibrations in the air and ground. And that’s when he felt it: multiple presences moving through the forest below, their patterns regular. Soldiers. But not in formation like guards. Their movement suggested a search pattern.

He signaled for the others to stop and crouched low, extending his awareness further. Eight, maybe ten, moving outward from what he suspected to be the center of Stark’s operation. But their behavior was wrong for a security patrol.

“Something’s not right,” he murmured as the others joined him. “Stark has people out searching, not guarding.”

“Searching for what?” Elhan asked.

“I don’t know,” Callen admitted. “But it means we need to be careful approaching.”

They continued, descending from the higher elevations into more densely forested terrain. Callen led them on a circuitous route that avoided the search parties he could sense. Twice they had to freeze in place as soldiers passed nearby, and once they were forced to detour through a marshy area that left them cold and mud-soaked. So far, none of the soldiers had managed to find them. Whether they didn’t have the same the drift training or simply didn’t have the talent, he didn’t know.

As they moved, the changes in Callen’s body became more pronounced. It wasn’t just scales now. His senses sharpened further—scents carried information they never had before, sounds revealed layers of meaning beyond normal hearing. And the sword at his hip hummed constantly, its scale pattern glowing faintly in response to whatever it was that surged through his body.

“It’s getting worse,” Elhan whispered as they paused behind a massive fallen tree. “You’re changing faster. We should have sent the girl back.”

He wasn’t wrong. Callen didn’t know if it would be safe for Kira to stay. Or Elhan, for that matter. “It’s this place. The closer we get, the stronger the drift becomes.” He looked down at his hands, now covered in scales to the wrists. “I think Stark’s trap is affecting me too.”

“Is it painful?” Elhan asked.

“No,” Callen said. “It feels like my body is remembering something it once knew.” The admission troubled him. If the transformation felt natural, how would he know when—or if—he’d gone too far?

They rested briefly, sharing what little water remained in their skins. The sun had begun its descent toward the western peaks, shadows lengthening across the forest floor. They needed to reach a vantage point before dark if they hoped to assess Stark’s forces.

As they prepared to move again, Callen’s head snapped up, senses alerting him to approaching danger. “Four people,” he said quietly. “Coming this way. Fast.”

They barely had time to conceal themselves before a small patrol emerged from the trees—three soldiers in the dark uniforms of Sturmov led by a man whose skin bore the scale pattern of Stark’s experiments. Unlike the female Black Veil they’d encountered earlier, the scales on this man formed patterns across his exposed skin rather than random patches. Someone like this would be able to find them. To track them.

As if knowing his thoughts, the scaled man paused, head tilting as if listening to something the others couldn’t hear. His eyes scanned the forest, eventually settling on the fallen tree where they hid.

“We know you’re there,” he called, his voice carrying a strange quality. “Step out slowly.”

Callen signaled for Kira and Elhan to stay hidden. The scaled man must be using some form of the drift similar to his own. Trying to hide from such awareness was futile; better to draw them away from the others.

If only he could control the drift—and what others detected—the way that Stark had done when he’d mimicked Nora’s connection to the drift. If Callen could do that, he could imagine redirecting a threat.

For now, there was only one thing he could do.

Standing, Callen emerged from behind the fallen tree. The scales on his arms glistened in the late afternoon sun. The light shimmered differently than Callen would have expected, likely tied to the change in his eyes.

The scaled man’s expression shifted from certainty to surprise. “You’re like me,” he said. “Did the Commander send you?”

“No,” Callen said.

Understanding dawned in the man’s eyes. “Then you must be the Nightshade,” he said. “The one who escaped.”

The soldiers raised their weapons, but the scaled man held up a hand to stop them.

“The Commander said you might come. Said you’d be drawn to this place just as the dragon is.” His head tilted. “You feel it too, don’t you? The pulling?”

“What is Stark doing?” Callen asked, ignoring the question.

The scaled man smiled, an expression made unsettling by the way the scales around his mouth shifted. “Awakening what should never have been forgotten.” He gestured at himself. “This is just the beginning. Soon, we’ll all be more than human.”

“Those who survive the process, you mean,” Callen said. “How many died before you succeeded?”

A flicker of unease crossed the man’s face. “Sacrifices were necessary.”

“And what is Stark searching for?” Callen asked. “Why send patrols outward instead of guarding the site?”

The scaled man hesitated. “How did you know about the search?”

“The same way I knew about you.”

And you knew about me.

Callen’s sword hummed at his side, resonating with the growing energy in the air.

The scaled man noticed, his gaze dropping to the weapon. “You’ve already begun to craft dragon steel,” he said, sounding impressed. “The Commander will want to speak with you.”

“I’m counting on it,” Callen replied.

The scaled man tilted his head in a nod. “Then I won’t disappoint him.” He turned to the soldiers. “Take him.”

Callen’s hand moved to his sword, but before he could draw it, a crossbow bolt streaked from behind the fallen tree, striking one of the soldiers squarely in the chest. The man screamed as he fell.

Elhan leapt from concealment, a fire burst forming between his hands. The scaled man reacted with inhuman speed, dodging sideways as the flame passed where he had stood.

Chaos erupted.

Callen drew his humming blade, the scales along his arm spreading further as the drift surged through him. The sword felt alive in his hand, almost guiding his movements as he engaged the nearest soldier.

The fight was brief.

A blow to the temple knocked one unconscious. The drift surged, and he spun, facing another, dodging another strike and spinning, cutting through the man’s thigh. As he turned to face another, Kira had already fired another crossbow bolt, dropping him. And Elhan dealt with the last.

Then it was the scaled man.

The scales across his entire body began to glow with a blue-green light. The air around him shimmered with heat as he focused this energy into his hands, forming fire between his palms.

Callen expected the attack to come after him. Instead, he hurled the energy toward Elhan.

Callen moved without thinking, placing himself between Elhan and the attack.

The drift within him responded instantly, scales spreading across his chest and back in a protective layer. The energy struck him squarely, but instead of burning through him, it seemed to be absorbed into the scales themselves.

For a moment, Callen felt his consciousness expand—not connecting to the dragon this time, but to something deeper. It was as if he could feel the source of the flame, as if there were some greater purpose, but then the sensation passed, leaving him gasping but unharmed.

The scaled man stared in shock. “You shouldn’t be able to⁠—”

Callen didn’t give him time to finish. In three swift strides, he closed the distance between them, his scaled sword plunging through the man’s chest. As Callen withdrew his blade, the man collapsed. The scales on his skin began to fade, not receding but disintegrating, turning to ash that scattered in the forest breeze.

Kira emerged from hiding.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

She nodded, lowering her crossbow, though her gaze was fixed on Callen’s transformed body. The scales now covered most of his torso and both arms. And unlike before, they showed no signs of receding.

“I’m fine,” Callen said, his voice deeper than normal. “We need to move. Others will have heard the fight.”

Elhan approached cautiously. “Nightshade. Your transformation…”

“I know,” Callen said. “It’s not reversing this time.” He looked down at his scaled hands, flexing them experimentally. “But I’m still in control. Still myself.”

“For now,” Kira said quietly.

He didn’t know what to say to that. She wasn’t wrong.

They moved quickly, leaving the bodies behind. Callen led them on a steeper path up the mountainside, away from where he sensed other patrols converging on the site of the battle. His transformed body handled the difficult terrain with surprising ease, strength and balance enhanced.

As the sun touched the western horizon, they reached a rocky outcropping that provided a clear view of the valley below. What they saw made him freeze.

In the center of the valley stood an ancient structure—not ruins like those at the Razorback, but a largely intact temple. Massive stone pillars rose in concentric circles around a central platform, each carved with intricate patterns that matched the scales now covering Callen’s body.

“There,” Kira whispered, pointing to different sections of the temple complex. “Just like the inscription said. The outer circle with the smaller building—that’s the Meditation Chamber. The middle structure with the tall pillars is the Trial Chamber. And in the center...”

“The Binding Chamber,” Callen finished, his eyes fixed on the innermost structure where a blue light pulsed rhythmically.

As they watched, Callen noticed something unsettling scattered around the temple grounds. “Look there,” he said, pointing to white objects gleaming in the fading light.

“Bones,” Elhan observed. “Hundreds of them.”

Around the temple, dozens of soldiers had established a perimeter. Fires burned at regular intervals, casting long shadows across the valley floor. And at the temple’s center, clearly visible despite the distance, stood Stark.

Even from here, Callen could see the changes in his former commander. Stark’s body was now more scale than skin, the transformation far more advanced than Callen’s own. He moved fluidly among the pillars, occasionally placing his hands against the ancient stone, which would then glow.

“What is he doing?” Elhan whispered.

“It looks like he’s activating it,” Callen said. There was understanding deeper in him, like that flash of knowledge that he’d had, just waiting to be remembered. He wasn’t sure how to access it. Increasingly, he thought he needed to do so, otherwise he feared that he wouldn’t know what Stark planned.

They watched as Stark moved to different pillars, each lighting up as he touched them. With each activation, a pulse of energy rippled outward, vibrating through the air.

And he could feel the effect it had on the dragon.

Holding it.

“Each pillar he activates strengthens the trap,” Callen said. “Creates a pattern in the drift that the dragon can’t resist.”

“Can we stop it?” Elhan asked.

Callen studied the site, counting soldiers. “There are too many soldiers.” His gaze returned to Stark. “But maybe I can counter the drift with my own. Disrupt the pattern.”

“That would mean getting close to him,” Elhan pointed out. “Past all those guards.”

“I know,” Callen said.

As he debated options, the air suddenly grew heavy, charged with energy that made their skin tingle. Above the temple, the sky seemed to distort, like a storm cloud suddenly forming.

“What’s happening?” Kira asked, her voice tight.

Callen stood, his eyes fixed on the sky. “The dragon,” he said. “It’s coming.”

The rippling intensified, clouds swirling inward toward a central point above the temple. Lightning flashed within the vortex, but no thunder followed—only a high, keening sound that seemed to vibrate through their bones.

And then they saw it—a massive shape circling through the clouds, wings extended but struggling against the pull of the drift trap. The dragon’s scales gleamed like in the fading sunlight, its body larger than the last time he’d seen it.

The dragon fought against the pull, its wings beating desperately, but with each pulse from the activated pillars, it was drawn downward. Through his connection, Callen felt its panic, its rage—and beneath that, a desperate plea for help.

And then the dragon screamed.

The sound shattered stones and sent soldiers to their knees. It wasn’t just a roar of anger or pain, but something deeper—a cry that resonated with power.

The scales covering Callen’s body flared, responding to the dragon’s distress. The sword at his hip vibrated violently, its hum becoming audible and matching the dragon’s cry.

Callen studied the temple complex below, his enhanced vision picking out the pattern of guards, the gaps in their coverage. As his mind worked through the problem, Callen felt the familiar tug of the dragon’s consciousness at the edge of his awareness. But this time, it carried something new—raw agony that made him stumble.

“Nightshade?” Elhan caught his arm. “What is it?”

Through the connection, Callen felt the dragon’s distress. Pain, confusion, an inexorable pulling force that the creature couldn’t resist. The trap was already working, already drawing the dragon toward its doom.

“It’s in pain,” Callen said, his voice tight. “The dragon—something’s hurting it.”

Kira studied his face. “You can sense it from here?”

Callen nodded, the dragon’s anguish bleeding through their bond. Every instinct told him this was a trap, that Stark expected him to come. But feeling the creature’s suffering, knowing it was being tortured to draw him forward—he couldn’t turn away.

“This is what Stark wants,” he said quietly. “He’s counting on me coming to help it.”

“Then we leave,” Elhan said immediately. “Find another way.”

The dragon’s pain spiked through the connection, a cry of agony that made Callen’s knees buckle. “I can’t,” he gasped. “I can’t leave it like this. I need to get closer. Close enough to disrupt Stark’s connection to the temple.”

“There are too many guards,” Elhan said. “Even with your abilities, you can’t fight through all of them.”

“I won’t have to,” Callen replied. “I can use the drift to mask my presence, but only if I move slowly and carefully.” He glanced at the struggling dragon. “Which means I need a distraction.”

Understanding dawned in Elhan’s eyes. “You want us to create a diversion.”

Callen nodded. “Something to draw their attention away. I can slip in through the shadows there.”

“If we positioned on that far ridge, I could create enough of a display with fire to draw their attention.”

Kira’s hand moved to her small crossbow. “I can help too. Set off some of those signal flares we took from the soldiers.”

“It’s dangerous,” Callen warned them. “You’ll need to be ready to run the moment they send forces your way.”

“Just make sure you stop Stark,” Elhan said.

“Wait for my signal,” Callen instructed. “When I’m in position, I’ll send a pulse of the drift. You should be able to feel it, Elhan.”

The Pyrin man nodded. “And if you fail?”

“Then get back to the sanctuary. Warn Lysara.” He paused, thinking of Amara and Nora. “Tell them I tried.”

Without waiting for further discussion, Callen began his descent, choosing a path that kept him concealed among the rocks and vegetation. He moved quickly and more easily than before. The scales now covering most of his skin helped him blend with the shadows, somehow absorbing light rather than reflecting it.

As he approached the temple grounds, Callen was forced to detour around clusters of animal remains—deer, wolves, birds, and smaller creatures whose bones had been picked clean by scavengers. The closer to the temple, the more recent the deaths appeared, with some carcasses still relatively fresh. All had been drawn to the energy emanating from the ancient structure, only to perish in its pull.

As he approached the outer perimeter, Callen slowed his breathing, focusing the drift inward. He had learned to mask his presence during his Black Veil training, but this was different—not just concealing himself physically, but dampening the very energy that radiated from his being.

The guards never noticed as he slipped between them, his movements timed to their patterns. Closer to the temple, he pressed against a stone pillar, waiting for a patrol to pass. He was halfway to the central structure now, but the most difficult part lay ahead.

Callen moved quickly through the Meditation Chamber—a circular space with worn stone benches arranged in concentric rings. Ancient carvings covered the walls, depicting humans with scaled hands communing with dragons. The room still held a lingering sense of peace, though now tainted by Stark’s corrupted energy.

Beyond lay the Trial Chamber, where tall pillars rose toward an open ceiling. Here, the floor bore scorch marks from countless tests of fire and will. Carved channels ran through the stone, once meant to carry blood offerings from worthy candidates. Now they glowed faintly with Stark’s modified drift patterns.

From this vantage, he could see Stark more clearly.

Now was the time to act.

Callen sent out a pulse of the drift—the signal for Elhan and Kira.

Moments later, the growing night sky above the eastern ridge flickered with flame, followed by the sharp crack of signal flares. The effect was immediate—soldiers shouted, commanders barked orders, and at least half the forces surrounding the temple moved toward the disturbance.

Callen seized the opportunity, crossing the now-thinned defensive line and approaching the inner circle of pillars. The dragon’s cries grew more desperate above him as the creature remained trapped in the energy that emanated from the activated temple stones.

He reached the entrance to the Binding Chamber—the heart of the temple complex. Unlike the other chambers, this space was enclosed, with a domed ceiling supported by twelve intricately carved pillars. In the center stood a raised dais, surrounded by a circular channel filled with a glowing blue liquid. The air here felt charged, almost solid with drift energy that made Callen’s scales resonate painfully.

He was so close now—just three pillars away from where Stark worked, his back turned as he focused on what he was doing. Callen drew his scaled sword, the blade humming in harmony with the energy surrounding them.

If he snuck close enough, maybe he could even end this altogether.

One more pillar to pass.

The dragon’s wings beat frantically against the pull, but its strength was fading. Stark raised his arms toward the struggling creature, as if to add his own resonant draw.

And maybe that was what he did.

Callen darted out from behind the final pillar, sword raised, scales gleaming with the same energy that flowed through the temple, and readied his attack. He didn’t mind striking from behind. He would end this.

Stark turned toward then, his transformed face showing no surprise—only a cold satisfaction.

“Nightshade,” he replied, his voice carrying that same quality Callen had heard from the scaled man in the forest. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

With a subtle gesture from Stark, the pillar beside Callen flared to life. Energy surged through the stone, connecting to the scales on Callen’s body. Pain lanced through him as he realized the terrible truth.

He hadn’t infiltrated Stark’s trap.

He had completed it.


Chapter Nine


DRAGON FIRE


Pain lanced through Callen’s body as the trap closed around him. The temple pillar’s energy surged through the scales covering his skin, binding him in place. His sword fell from suddenly nerveless fingers, clattering against the ancient stone floor.

“Perfect,” Stark said, his scaled face twisting into something that might have been a smile. “You always did arrive exactly when needed, Nightshade.”

Callen struggled against the invisible power holding him. The scales across his body pulsed with light, responding to the energy flowing through the temple complex. Above them, the dragon’s cries grew more desperate as the drift pull intensified. He could do nothing against the power that was holding him, struggle as he might.

“What have you done?” Callen gasped, fighting to maintain consciousness as pain coursed through him.

It was agony. The same pain that he’d felt when he’d been held and tormented by Stark in the manor house, and likely for a similar reason—to draw the dragon to Stark. Callen could do nothing to fight it.

Stark approached. Up close, the changes were even more pronounced than Callen had realized. His former commander’s skin was almost entirely covered in scales that caught the fading daylight in strange patterns. His eyes had changed, darkened pupils surrounded by amber irises that seemed to glow from within.

“You think I merely survived the collapse of Sturmov Manor?” Stark’s laugh carried an inhuman resonance. “I didn’t survive it, Nightshade. I orchestrated it. When the manor fell, I let myself fall with it—down into the chasm, into the depths where the old foundations lay. And now I study the true power.”

Stark circled Callen, examining him with cold satisfaction. “You don’t yet understand your role, do you? You are not just bait, but an anchor. The dragon will come not for the trap, but for you. Your connection gives me control over both of you.”

Above them, the dragon fought against the magical pull with renewed desperation, each powerful surge of resistance visibly weakening it. Its wings beat frantically against the invisible bonds, but with each struggle, its movements grew more labored, its cries fainter.

“See how it exhausts itself?” Stark said with clinical detachment. “The more it fights, the weaker it becomes. Perfect for my purposes. And now I have completed the drift circuit,” Stark said, gesturing to the temple pillars surrounding them. “These structures were built by the ancients to commune with the dragons. It was their way of connecting, of bonding, to them. But I and others suspected that they could be repurposed.”

He placed a hand on Callen’s shoulder, sending a fresh wave of pain through him. “Your connection to the dragon was the missing piece. I could activate the pillars, create the initial draw, but I needed something the dragon would respond to. Something it would come for. And this is only a part of what must be done, Nightshade. It’s good you’re here to see it, so that you can be a part of it, especially as you are the reason that my plans have changed.

Understanding dawned through Callen’s agony. “You won’t use me to destroy it.”

“Destry? No.” Stark’s expression hardened. “Not destroy. Not a dragon. You are more to it. A conduit. The final component. Your connection to the drift completes what I began.”

Above them, the dragon’s struggles grew weaker as the energy pulled it downward. Callen could feel its distress through their connection, its rage and fear bleeding into his own consciousness. He struggled to keep his thoughts separate, his mind pushing against the pain, against the fire, but even that became too difficult.

“Watch and learn,” Stark said, raising his hands toward the struggling dragon. His palms began to glow with an inner light. Flame poured out—not controlled fire like a Pyrin’s, but raw dragon fire that scorched the air itself. The flame was white-hot at its core, tinged with the same blue-black as his scales.

“True dragon flame,” he said, smoke rising around him. “Not borrowed power, not fragments of ability. True transformation. This is what awaits those strong enough to seize it. I must admit,” Stark continued, circling Callen as if inspecting his work, “I didn’t think it would work this well. The Baron said the dragon might resist even with the temple fully activated. There are others, of course, and he thought we might need all of them to bind the creature, but it seems your influence has changed things.” He looked upward at the struggling dragon. “Your bond with it made this possible.”

“The Baron?” Callen managed through clenched teeth.

“Baron Selwyn has been most helpful in interpreting the ancient texts.” Stark watched Callen’s reaction with cold amusement. “He has studied dragon artifacts for decades. Who better to advise me?”

The mention of Amara’s father sent a cold shock through Callen’s system. He had known the Baron was involved with Sturmov, had helped orchestrate the assassination of Amara’s husband. But this direct connection to Stark, to the dragon hunting—it meant the danger to Amara and Nora was even greater than they’d known.

Could that have been the reason they were my assignment?

The idea that Amara’s father would have sent the Black Veil after her left him even angrier than before. She needed to know—especially if the Baron wasn’t finished with them.

As the temple’s energy pulsed brighter, shadows shifted around the pillars’ bases. Callen’s enhanced vision caught movement where there should have been none—twisted shapes that had once been human.

“Ah, you’ve noticed my earlier attempts,” Stark said, following Callen’s gaze. “Not everyone can withstand the transformation. Most lack the necessary... constitution.”

Around the temple’s perimeter lay the remains of Stark’s failed experiments. Bodies twisted beyond recognition, some bearing patches of scales that had erupted through flesh, others burned from within by power they couldn’t contain. The binding circle’s activation had revealed them all—a dozen corpses at least, all casualties of Stark’s pursuit of dragon power.

“They volunteered,” Stark added with casual indifference. “Each one eager for the strength I offered. But flesh is weak, and will is weaker. Only I possessed the determination to endure the complete transformation.”

Callen fought against the energy binding him. The connection to the dragon intensified as it descended closer, its consciousness brushing against his own more powerfully than ever before. It still wasn’t enough.

Callen wasn’t enough.

Help me, Callen pushed through the connection, having no idea if it would be enough. No idea if the dragon would know what he asked for. The only thought he had was that he had to try.

Pain.

It was a strange response, and it felt unnatural, disconnected in a way.

But there was something else. Other information came through that link. The response wasn’t words but a flood of sensations and impressions: the drift flowing in both directions, power not just taken but shared, scales not as prison but as conduit.

The dragon wasn’t just being pulled into the trap—it was also reaching for him, trying to forge a stronger connection. It was that connection which had made him stronger—so maybe it could do the same for the dragon.

Callen didn’t fully understand, but he stopped fighting against the drift and instead tried to direct it, to channel it through himself in the way instinct told him was possible. The scales across his skin began to vibrate at a different frequency, no longer simply responding to the temple’s energy but generating a counter-rhythm.

Stark noticed the change immediately. “What are you doing?”

Before Callen could respond, the dragon above them let out another cry—but this one felt different. Not pain, but a summoning.

The sound vibrated through the temple complex, making the stone pillars hum in response. Callen’s fallen sword began to glow brighter, its scaled pattern pulsing in rhythm with the dragon’s call. Even Callen started to glow, though he felt no heat with it.

Stark lunged for the weapon, but it was too late.

The sword’s power surged, connecting with the energy flowing through Callen.

Suddenly, he could move again.

Not fully, not freely, but enough to raise his hand toward his blade—stumbling toward it and grabbing the blade, swinging it up to put it between him and Stark.

Callen staggered as partial control returned to his limbs. The connection with the dragon had somehow disrupted the trap. Through their shared awareness, Callen sensed the dragon’s strength flowing into him as his determination reached the dragon.

They were stronger together.

“You understand nothing of the drift,” Stark said, recovering. He raised his hands, and the air between them shimmered with power. “You stumbled into a connection you never earned, never mastered.”

The attack came without warning—a concentrated burst of energy that struck Callen in the chest. Even through his scaled protection, the force of it drove him backward, slamming him against one of the temple pillars.

He tried to react, to defend himself, but Stark was right—compared to him, Callen knew nothing.

“I have spent years studying the ancient texts,” Stark said, advancing steadily. “Experimenting. Perfecting. While you hid in a village playing blacksmith, I mastered powers you can barely comprehend.”

Another blast hit Callen before he could fully recover from the first. This one burned hotter, the scales on his chest glowing red as they absorbed the impact. He tried to raise his sword in defense, but Stark’s control of the drift was precise, targeted.

Each attack seemed to find the weak points in Callen’s transformation. And there still were weak points. The dragon tried to flood power through the link between them, but it was imperfect. Uncontrolled. And whatever it was that Stark was now doing, it kept him from having the control that he needed.

Stark circled Callen as he struggled to stand. “You could have been so much more. That was what we were teaching you in the Black Veil. What I was teaching you. But without guidance, without discipline, your abilities are crude. Instinctive.” He gestured to Callen’s scaled body. “And because of it, your transformation is impressive but undirected. Power without purpose. Which means that you will ultimately fail—or destroy yourself in the process.”

Callen lunged forward, swinging his humming blade in a desperate arc. Stark sidestepped, one scaled hand catching Callen’s wrist in a grip that felt like iron. With his other hand, he delivered a strike directly to Callen’s throat, sending him crashing to the stone ground.

The dragon screamed above them, its frustration matching Callen’s own. It had descended further, now visible through the swirling energy as more than just a silhouette. It strained against the pull, wings beating frantically against air that seemed to have become solid. Callen could feel the struggle, could feel what the dragon did as it fought through the power, and could feel how that was not enough.

“Watch,” Stark said, forcing Callen’s head up toward the struggling creature. “You have kept me from this beast long enough. Now you can watch as the power that should have been mine finally comes to me.”

Callen tried to reconnect with the dragon, to find that shared strength they had tapped, but Stark’s control of the drift and its influence on the temple’s energy was too much. Callen didn’t even know what it was that Stark did, nor did he know how the man controlled that power—only that he did. The pillars glowed brighter, their light pulsing in a pattern that interfered with Callen’s attempts to focus, and interfered with the drift.

“Once the dragon is drawn into the temple’s center,” Stark said, his voice taking on the tone he’d used when first teaching the drift, “I will have two options.” He held up one finger. “Either I take its connection for myself, transferring the bond it formed with you to my own being.” A second finger rose. “Or I drain its power completely, absorbing its essence into these ancient stones, which will then serve as a reservoir of dragon energy. I would prefer the former, as you well know, but if you fight me, know that I will have no choice but to take the power. Regardless, this dragon will be a part of my larger plan, one that you cannot comprehend.”

“You’ll destroy it,” Callen gasped.

“I will use it as it is meant to be used,” Stark said. “This power is meant to be used. And it will be. First here, then as we sweep through and destroy the Pyrin resistance. Once there, I will find the others. And you, Nightshade, will be nothing more than the flawed vessel that made it possible.”

The dragon was being pulled lower with each passing moment. Callen could feel its strength fading as the temple’s power drained its energy. If he couldn’t break the trap soon, both of them would be lost. He could feel the pain—not only his own, but the dragon’s pain. And there was little that he could do about it.

He fought, but even that wasn’t enough.

Stark had too much control. Too much understanding of the drift. And Callen did not know how to overpower him.

Desperation surged through him—not just for himself, but for the creature bound to him. For what would happen if Stark gained such power. For Amara and Nora, who would never be safe as long as Stark pursued his ambitions. And for all of Pyrin, for the people who would be targeted. Perhaps even for whatever remaining dragons were there.

There are no other dragons.

Weren’t there?

He once would have said that, would have believed that, because no one had seen a dragon in hundreds of years. But now… now he had to question if maybe there were other dragons—and Stark would find them.

With his drive for power, Callen suspected he would do anything to use that power to destroy. How much else would be lost?

Something broke inside Callen—the last barrier between his consciousness and the dragon power that had been growing within him. Rage flooded his system, almost a blind fury. This was ancient, primal, focused.

His vision sharpened further, the world suddenly visible in spectrums he had never perceived before. His hearing expanded, the smallest vibrations becoming clear to him. And beneath it all, power surged through him—wild, barely contained, responding to his will but not entirely under his control.

It was so much. The power became more than he could handle.

But he had to try. With this connection, he might be able to stop Stark. To destroy him. To end all of this.

Stark sensed the change, stepping back in alarm. “What have you⁠—”

Callen didn’t let him finish. He might not be able to stop Stark—the man understood the drift better than Callen did—but could he stop the trap?

With a roar that matched the dragon’s own, he thrust his hands toward the nearest pillar. Energy erupted from his palms—not controlled or precise like Stark’s attacks, but raw and devastating. The stone cracked, light spilling from the fissures before the entire pillar shattered in an explosion that sent fragments flying in all directions.

The effect was immediate.

The energy pattern fluctuated, the drift trap weakening. Power flooded through Callen even more, filling him. Threatening to overwhelm him.

The dragon above them surged upward.

Stark recovered quickly, using the drift blast at Callen. This time, the scales covering his body didn’t just absorb the energy—they reflected it, sending it cascading back toward another pillar, which cracked. Callen followed that by pushing out another uncontrolled burst.

“Stop!” Stark shouted. “You’ll destroy⁠—”

Callen couldn’t have stopped if he wanted to. He unleashed more than he had before, targeting another pillar and destroying it as he had the others.

The power flowing through him had taken on a momentum of its own, responding to his rage and the dragon’s desperate need. He staggered forward. One by one, he targeted the remaining pillars. Some he struck with his hands, others with blasts of raw energy, and still others with his humming sword that now burned blue-white with power.

Each destruction further weakened the drift trap, the power holding the dragon—and its innate energy—fading.

Stark fought frantically, his own scaled body glowing as he focused energy into the remaining pillars, trying to stabilize the failing trap. But he was fighting both Callen and the dragon now, as the creature’s strength returned with each broken pillar. And in this fight, Callen didn’t need to have control—not like Stark did. He needed to be destruction.

The Nightshade.

The final pillar stood at the center of the temple complex. Callen approached it, sword raised.

Stark hurled himself at Callen, scaled hands wreathed in blue fire.

But Callen wasn’t trying to stop Stark directly. He still wasn’t sure that he could. Stark knew the drift in ways that Callen didn’t, but didn’t need to for what he wanted to accomplish.

Callen’s sword struck home—not into Stark, who twisted away as the blade whistled toward him, glowing with power—but into the central pillar.

The blade sank deep into the stone, disappearing almost to the hilt. Power flowed through him, pushed from the dragon. The drift vibrated within the scaled blade.

For one heartbeat, nothing happened.

Then it exploded.

Energy erupted from the central pillar, a column of power that shot upward into the sky. The remaining structure shattered, stone blocks flying outward in all directions. The drift trap collapsed completely, leaving the darkened storm cloud evaporated.

And the dragon was free.

It dove toward the devastated temple grounds, wings extended, eyes blazing with fury. Soldiers who had remained at the perimeter fled as the creature descended.

Its roar shook the mountain, loosening stones from the surrounding cliffs.

Callen, thrown backward by the pillar’s explosion, struggled to his feet in time to see the dragon land amidst the shattered temple. Its scales gleamed like burnished metal in the moonlight. When it turned its head toward where Stark had stood, its eyes narrowed to slits of rage that Callen could feel.

But Stark was gone.

The dragon’s head swung around, searching, a low growl rumbling from its throat.

Then its gaze fell on Callen.

Time seemed to stop as their eyes met. Through the connection between them, Callen felt the dragon’s consciousness touch his own—not as before, now with something that felt deliberate. Images and sensations flowed into his mind: gratitude for the freedom, recognition of the torment he’d endured to gain that freedom, and something deeper, though Callen wasn’t sure he understood.

Dragon Singer, came the impression, clearer than any previous communication.

Before Callen could respond, the dragon raised its head toward the night sky. With a final roar that seemed to vibrate through Callen’s entire being, a shockwave of resonant power, it launched itself upward and into the darkness. Within moments, it had vanished, though the connection between them remained—fainter with the growing distance, but unbroken.

As the dragon’s presence receded, the wild power that had filled Callen began to ebb. He sank to the ground. It was dangerous, he knew. There was no telling how many others might still be out there—including Stark. But he couldn’t move. Power had overwhelmed him and he was left exhausted.

The sword beside him no longer glowed as it had, though he could still feel it vibrating.

Something caught his eye—a leather-bound journal half-buried beneath rubble near where Stark had stood. Callen crawled to it, every movement an effort. The book’s cover bore an emblem of a rising sun.

Flipping it open, Callen found pages of notes in a precise hand—diagrams of temple structures, translations of ancient texts, and detailed observations about dragon energy and the drift manipulation. Baron Selwyn’s research.

Callen closed the journal, tucking it into his belt. He needed to get back to the sanctuary. Needed to warn them about Stark, about the Baron’s involvement. About what he had learned and what he intended. This trap was only a part of something larger. Stark had failed this time, but he might not fail again.

As he struggled to his feet, he heard voices calling his name. Elhan and Kira appeared at the edge of the devastated temple grounds, picking their way through the rubble.

“Nightshade!” Elhan shouted, rushing forward when he spotted Callen. “By the flame, what happened?”

“The dragon,” Kira asked, eyes wide as she surveyed the destruction. “Did it…?”

“It’s free,” Callen said. His voice felt rough and raw, as if the temporary transformation had left some part of him changed. “Stark escaped.”

Elhan reached him, offering support as Callen swayed on his feet. “Your scales are gone.”

Callen looked down at his hands, now returned to normal. The last of the scales had faded, leaving behind only faint markings. At least it wasn’t permanent. At least he could return to himself.

“For now,” he said quietly.

As they made their way from the ruins, Callen glanced back at the devastated temple. Somewhere out there, Stark still lived. The sanctuary was no longer safe.

Amara and Nora were no longer safe.

And Callen understood one truth more than any other—he needed to know the drift as well, or better, than Stark. That was the only way that he’d be able to defeat his former mentor.


Chapter Ten


BROKEN BONDS


The return journey through the mountains proved far more difficult than their approach. Callen’s body, though no longer visibly transformed, felt strange—hollow yet weighted, as if he’d been emptied and refilled with something heavier. Each step required concentration, and he occasionally paused, his hand reflexively brushing over his forearm where phantom sensations of scales rippled beneath his skin. He didn’t know if it was the exhaustion from the strain of what he’d done to fight off Stark or if it was something more permanent.

“We should rest,” Elhan said, noticing Callen’s faltering pace as they climbed a steep incline. The Pyrin man had been uncharacteristically attentive since they’d left the shattered temple behind.

“There’s no time,” Callen replied, though his voice lacked conviction. They’d been traveling for nearly a day, stopping only when absolutely necessary. “Stark is still out there.”

And that was what drove him. Not only to stay ahead of Stark—if he could—but because a part of him feared that he might need to defend the sanctuary from the commander. And if that became necessary, Callen wasn’t sure that he would have the necessary strength to do so.

“And you’ll be no use against him if you collapse. Or to us. We can’t carry you down the mountains,” Elhan said. He gestured to a sheltered outcropping. “One hour. Then we continue.”

Callen wanted to argue but found he lacked the strength. He settled heavily on a flat rock as Kira distributed what remained of their rations. As he sat there, his mind drifted, thinking of the dragon and wondering if there was anything that he could do to reconnect to the creature. The sense of the dragon remained, but he wasn’t able to access that power the way that he had before. He didn’t know if it was because something had changed in him or if it had changed for the dragon.

“Here,” she said, offering him a waterskin and a strip of dried meat. “Eat.”

Callen accepted both with a grateful nod. As he drank, he studied the girl’s face. Something had changed in her expression since the temple—the suspicion replaced by something more complex. He wasn’t sure what reasons Thorne had for sending her after him, but he suspected that she had her own.

He sat and chewed the meat, needing rest. That was the thought that lingered, but rest wouldn’t come, he didn’t think. And he wasn’t sure that he dared rest—not truly, and not until he knew the sanctuary was safe. If it could be.

Instead, he reached into his pack and withdrew the leather-bound journal he’d recovered from the temple ruins. The Baron’s journal. Since their escape, he’d only had brief moments to examine its contents, but what he’d seen disturbed him deeply.

The embossed sun emblem on its cover seemed to mock him as he opened it. The pages were filled with precise handwriting, diagrams of temple sites, and notes on the drift manipulation. Nothing of it suggested there was anything he could use, though. The comments on the drift were more theoretical than functional, not the kind of thing that he needed.

As Callen turned the pages, a folded document slipped out—a copy of a Black Veil mission order, one at the request of the Baron. That suggested that the Baron himself had been directing the Black Veil.

“What is it?” Elhan asked, noticing Callen’s sudden tension.

“Confirmation,” Callen said, his voice hollow.

He scanned the document, noting the additional notes in the margins written in the Baron’s hand: “Surveillance must continue. Subject shows potential connection to our research. Regular reports required on any unusual abilities manifested by either target.”

The implications made Callen’s stomach twist. Callen had always known the official story about his assignment was incomplete, but seeing the evidence of the Baron’s direct involvement with the Black Veil made his blood run cold.

Could he have been the one who’d ordered Amara’s and Nora’s deaths?

“Dragon Singer,” he murmured, remembering the impression that had flowed from the dragon’s consciousness into his own.

“What?” Kira asked.

“Something the dragon communicated to me before it left,” Callen said.

Elhan moved closer, his interest piqued. “My people talk of the ancient Dragon Singers,” he said, his words careful. “They were said to have a natural affinity with dragon energy—able to channel it without the corruption that affects those who try to pry it from them.”

“What else do the Pyrin know about them?” Callen asked.

“Our oldest stories describe them as a bridge between dragons and humans. They could hear the dragons’ thoughts, share in their perceptions. Some tales claim they could even call dragons from great distances—their voices carrying through mountain and sky.” He paused. “They were revered among my ancestors. When the dragons began to disappear, so too did the Singers. The ability is passed through bloodlines. Children with the gift would show signs early—unusual sensitivity to vibrations, dreams of flight, an affinity for metal.”

Callen thought of his years at the forge, how metal had always seemed to speak to him in ways he couldn’t explain to others. Had that been a sign all along? The drift, but he had thought that was all it was.

Maybe it was more than that.

“The Baron seems to know about this,” Callen said, tapping the journal. His fingers traced over the document that outlined surveillance of Amara and Nora. “These orders show he’s been using Black Veil.”

The thought turned his stomach. If he had been a part of the Baron’s plans…

Callen closed the book and sat in silence. When they resumed their journey, Callen found himself questioning everything about his assignment three years ago. Had the Black Veil known what the Baron was truly after?

By late afternoon on the third day of their return journey, they caught their first glimpse of the hidden valley that sheltered the Ashen Oath sanctuary. The sight should have brought relief, but Callen felt only a growing dread. What he had to tell Amara—about her father’s deeper involvement, about how they had both been manipulated from the beginning—would bring pain he couldn’t protect her from.

Dragon Singer. The title echoed in his mind, both promise and burden. He needed to understand it—to master it before Stark could make another attempt. It would be the way he could control that power, if he could control that power. And he needed to before the scales that had temporarily retreated might return permanently.

The sanctuary’s northern gate came into view, guarded more heavily than when they had departed. The Ashen Oath had clearly enhanced security in their absence. A patrol intercepted them before they reached the gate.

“Nightshade,” one of the scouts acknowledged, recognizing Callen despite his haggard appearance. “Commander Lysara has been waiting for your return.”

Callen nodded wearily. “I need to see my family first,” he said. It wasn’t a request.

The scout exchanged glances with his companions before nodding. “The council will want your report immediately after.”

“They’ll have it,” Callen said, already moving past them toward the gate. Elhan and Kira followed, the latter staying close to Callen’s side as if uncertain of her reception.

As they entered the sanctuary, Callen felt eyes following them—some curious, others wary. News of their return would spread. Had they seen the dragon? Could any have felt what they’d done?

He ignored the stares, his focus fixed on reaching the small cottage where Amara and Nora waited.

“I’ll report to Lysara,” Elhan said, breaking away. “Buy you some time.”

Callen inclined his head in gratitude. A gesture that would have been unthinkable weeks ago, when their history had stood like a wall between them. At least cracks had formed in that wall, though Callen didn’t know if there was anything that he would be able to do to shatter in completely.

“The council will want to see you too, Kira,” Callen said, turning to the girl. “Thorne especially.”

She hesitated. “I’ll tell him what I saw. What I learned.”

“And what did you learn?” Callen asked.

“That not all transformations lead to the same end,” she replied after a moment, her eyes meeting his directly. With that, she turned and followed Elhan, leaving Callen to approach his home alone.

The cottage door opened before he reached it. Amara stood in the doorway, her expression flickering from anxious anticipation to relief as she saw him. Behind her, Nora peered around her mother’s skirts, her eyes widening.

“Papa!” she cried, darting past her initial hesitation and launching herself at him. Callen caught her, ignoring the protest of his tired muscles as he lifted her. The familiar weight of her small body against his chest anchored him, and pushed away the last of the exhaustion that he felt. He was still tired, but now he felt there was more—a purpose.

This was what he fought for. For Nora.

Even saying that to himself now, he felt the surge of the dragon’s connection, as if there was a flicker of power that he could draw upon, and perhaps even use.

Amara approached more slowly, her eyes moving over him as if searching for injuries—or changes. When she reached him, her hands cupped his face, fingers gentle as they traced lines of exhaustion.

“You came back,” she said, her voice barely more than a whisper.

“I promised I would,” he replied, leaning into her touch.

She regarded him carefully, and he knew she understood there was more conversation that needed to be had. Later, he tried to tell her through his eyes, though he didn’t know if it would work.

Inside the cottage, Nora chattered excitedly about her training progress, seemingly oblivious to the tension. Callen listened, trying to focus on her words rather than the conversation he knew awaited once she was asleep.

As Amara prepared a simple meal, Callen caught glimpses of her studying him when she thought he wasn’t looking. She knew him well enough to sense that something significant had changed—not just physically, but deeper.

When Nora finally retired to her room, Amara joined Callen by the hearth. Night had fallen, and the fire’s glow cast wavering shadows across their faces.

“Tell me,” she said simply.

Callen reached for the Baron’s journal, which had remained in his pack until now. He placed it on the table between them, the embossed sun emblem clearly visible in the firelight.

“Your father’s,” he said. “I found it at the temple site.”

Amara stared at the journal, her hands folded tightly in her lap. “How deeply is he involved?” she asked after a moment.

“I suspect that he’s been working with Stark for years. The temple site, the experiments with dragon fragments, all of it.”

She nodded, as if confirming something she’d already suspected. “And that’s all?”

Callen hesitated. The next revelation would be the cruelest. “There’s more,” he said quietly. “About us. About how we came together.”

Her eyes met his, steady despite the pain already gathering in them.

“I found evidence that your father has been directly coordinating with the Black Veil,” Callen said, showing her the documents from the journal. “These orders bear his personal notes. He wasn’t just aware of what Stark was doing—he was actively involved.”

He knew she’d suspected, but this was different. This was proof.

“When you found us in the capital,” she finally said, “you were meant to kill us. Not just watch us, but eliminate us entirely.”

“The assignment was clear. Locate you, verify your identity, eliminate both targets. No witnesses.”

“You never told me what changed,” she said.

Callen’s mind traveled back to that night in the capital—how he’d tracked them to the small building where they’d been hiding. How he’d watched Amara through the window, preparing medicines while singing softly to Nora. How something in their quiet dignity had reached through his Black Veil training and touched something he thought gone.

“I just couldn’t do it,” he said simply. “I watched you for three nights, telling myself I was gathering intelligence, ensuring the right moment. But I was just hesitating. Then on the fourth night, I saw another Black Veil scouting your location—a backup, in case I failed.” He paused, remembering the urgency of that moment. “I slipped into your apartment while you slept. You woke and reached for a knife, but I told you I wasn’t there to harm you. That others were coming who would.”

“I didn’t believe you,” Amara said, her eyes distant with memory.

“No,” Callen said. “Not until I helped you gather what you could carry and led you through the back alleys past the Black Veil perimeter. I got you out of the city that night, then reported that you’d already fled before I could complete the mission.”

“And instead, you protected us. Created our story of being a family.”

“A role that became real. But I still don’t know how much he manipulated even that. What if he knew about me and the egg? What if it was all to see how I might respond?”

Amara’s hand found his, her grip tight. “Some manipulations fail,” she said firmly. “Whatever my father intended, what grew between us was real. What you became to Nora—what you became to me—that was our choice, not his scheme.”

Her conviction steadied him, though the doubts lingered. The Baron’s involvement had been far more extensive than they had realized. What else might he have orchestrated that they still didn’t understand?

“I need to master this power,” Callen said after a long silence. “The connection to the dragon, the drift abilities—all of it. Stark controls the drift—and because of it, his power—in ways I can’t match.”

“The scales,” Amara said, concern creeping into her voice. “Did they return during the battle?”

“They did,” Callen admitted. “I transformed—but then it reversed when the dragon departed. I don’t know why or how, or if it will happen again.” He flexed his hand, remembering the strange power that had flowed through him. “But if I’m to protect us—to stop Stark—I need to understand what I am. I have to fully understand the drift the way that Stark did. And I need to know what being a Dragon Singer truly means.”

“Finch may have answers,” Amara suggested. “His research into ancient texts might help.”

Callen nodded. He’d suspected the same, though didn’t know if Finch could help with this. “I can ask.”

“But you don’t know.”

“Not about that. I might need to find other help.”

She was quiet a moment. “Where?”

“I don’t know.”

She looked as if she wanted to say something, probably to tell him that he needed to stay with them, that they would stay together, but a knock at their door interrupted their conversation. When Callen opened it, he found one of Lysara’s messengers waiting.

“The council requests you,” the young man said.

“When?”

“Now, Nightshade. The council is waiting.”

Callen exchanged a glance with Amara, who nodded. There would be time to continue their discussion later—to explore the Baron’s betrayal more fully, to plan their next steps. For now, the council needed to understand the threat they all faced.

“I’ll stay with Nora,” she said. “You go. And Callen?” He looked over. “Don’t do anything to anger them.”

He smiled. “No promises.”

Taking a deep breath, he strapped on his dragon scaled sword. It felt right having the weapon, even if he wasn’t sure that he understood the reason. As he approached the council chambers that loomed ahead, lamplight spilling from its windows into the night, he squared his shoulders, preparing to recount what had happened at the temple—and to argue for what must come next.

The sanctuary was no longer safe.

Stark still lived. The battle at the temple had been won, but the larger war was just beginning. And somewhere out there, a dragon circled, its consciousness still faintly linked to his own.

Dragon Singer.

A title he had yet to fully understand, yet one he must embrace if he hoped to protect what mattered most.


Chapter Eleven


ANCIENT ECHOES


As Callen approached the council chamber, he noticed something was wrong. Two Ashen Oath guards flanked the entrance, their hands resting on their weapons. Their eyes tracked his movement with professional assessment.

When he reached for the door handle, one of the guards stepped forward. “Nightshade,” the man said, his voice carefully neutral. “You’ll need to surrender your weapons.”

Callen’s hand paused on his sword hilt. “On whose authority?”

“Councilor Thorne’s orders,” the guard replied. “For the safety of the council.”

The chamber door opened before Callen could respond, and Lysara emerged. Her scarred face was tense as she took in the scene—Callen, the guards, the tension crackling between them.

“Stand down,” she told the guards firmly. “Nightshade enters as he always has.”

“But Councilor Thorne said—” one guard began.

“I am still commander of this sanctuary,” Lysara cut him off. “Stand down.”

The guards reluctantly stepped aside, though their hands remained near their weapons. Lysara’s eyes met Callen’s briefly, a warning clear in her expression.

Tension hung over the council chamber as Callen entered. The council sat around the circular oak table, their faces illuminated by hanging lanterns that cast more shadows than clarity. Callen took his customary position, noting that the arrangement had subtly shifted—Thorne now sat at Lysara’s right hand rather than across the table, a positioning that spoke volumes about the political maneuvering that had occurred in his absence.

Finch offered a small nod of acknowledgment. Beside him, Sarral’s weathered face remained neutral, though his eyes tracked Callen. Frinna, the spymaster, studied him with her usual calculating gaze, missing nothing. Garisk’s massive form seemed to dwarf his chair, his expression unreadable. And of course, Thorne watched him with barely concealed hostility, his fingers drumming a slow rhythm on the polished wood.

Lysara spoke first, her scarred face impassive as ever. “Nightshade. Your return was… dramatic.”

“You could say that,” Callen replied. He was exhausted, but knew he had to get through this. Once he did, then he could rest.

“Elhan has provided an initial report of what happened at the Razorback and the temple site,” Lysara went on. “We’d like to hear your account, particularly regarding Stark’s activities… and the dragon.”

Callen noted Kira standing quietly in the shadows behind Thorne, her eyes meeting his briefly before looking away. She had clearly already given her own report.

“Stark has been experimenting with dragon energy,” Callen began, placing the Baron’s journal on the table. “And he can manipulate the drift in ways I cannot, which gives him an advantage over me. What he did at the temple site is something I’ve never seen before. That place was designed to trap the dragon, and he used me as a conduit.”

Finch leaned forward. “A drift trap? I thought such places were designed to commune with dragons, not capture them.”

“I think that’s the original intent, but Stark repurposed it,” Callen said. “And he’s not just studying dragon fragments anymore—he’s started using them. For himself. Others. He’s changing intentionally.” He described the scaled Black Veil they’d encountered, the physical changes in Stark himself, and what Stark had said.

As Callen spoke of the dragon, a strange sensation rippled across his neck—a tingling warmth that spread quickly beneath his skin. Several council members gasped, their eyes widening as they stared at him.

“Your neck,” Frinna said, her usual composure slipping momentarily.

Callen’s hand flew to his throat, feeling the unmistakable texture of scales that had formed there without his awareness or intent. The pattern spread upward toward his jaw, iridescent scales catching the lamplight.

“I...” he began, focusing to control the unexpected manifestation. The scales remained stubbornly in place.

“It appears,” Thorne said coldly, “that merely speaking of the creature triggers your transformation. How convenient for my argument.”

Callen met his gaze. “The scales appeared when I connected with the dragon’s power. They receded afterward.”

“For now,” Thorne said.

“For now,” Callen acknowledged, seeing no point in denying the uncertainty.

Lysara tapped the journal Callen had placed before them. “And this?”

“Baron Selwyn’s research. It seems that he’s been working with Stark for years, studying dragon energy and the drift manipulation. The journal contains notes on ancient temple sites, the drift practices, and references to Dragon Singers.”

Sarral exchanged a meaningful glance with Elder Shendra, who had been silent until now.

Callen took a deep breath. Anything he said now would reveal Amara’s connection, though he doubted it would be long before that became known anyway. “The Baron has been directing Black Veil operations, likely even those involving his own daughter and granddaughter.”

There was a moment of quiet, but only a moment.

“So the Baron sacrificed his own family for these experiments?” Garisk’s deep voice rumbled with disgust.

“I believe he was monitoring them at first,” Callen clarified. “Nora’s mixed heritage—half Pyrin through her father, plus whatever bloodline runs through Amara’s family—may have been of particular interest. Then when Amara decided to take the action that she did, I suspect he decided they were a threat.”

“It is possible that he believed his daughter had a similar Dragon Singer lineage,” Finch said, looking to Callen.

He’d considered that, though there was no sign from Amara—or from Nora. The only thing that he’d seen of Nora was her enhanced Pyrin abilities.

“And he used you to watch them,” Thorne said.

Callen turned to study him. “I was assigned to eliminate them, not watch. I chose different.”

“And it seems that in doing so, you’ve brought destruction to us,” Thorne said, rising to his feet. “A dragon, Stark, Sturmov forces—all following the trail that leads directly to you and the child.”

“Councilor,” Lysara warned, but Thorne continued.

“Let’s speak plainly. Your connection to this creature puts everyone in this sanctuary at risk. Elhan reports that you transformed completely during the battle—that your skin became scaled, your eyes changed. How can we trust that you won’t become what Stark has become?”

The accusation hung in the air. Callen felt the council’s collective gaze weighing him, as if trying to measure the threat he might represent. It was an answer that he didn’t have—that he didn’t think he could have. Callen didn’t know.

“Words are easy,” Thorne continued, his voice growing cold. “Prove to us that you can control this power. Show us these scales you claim to command.”

Callen hesitated. “Here? In front of the council?”

“Where better?” Thorne’s smile was razor-thin. “If you can truly control this transformation as you claim, demonstrate it. A small manifestation should pose no threat.”

The challenge was clear, as was the trap. Refuse, and appear to be hiding something. Agree, and risk exactly what Thorne hoped to expose. But Callen saw no alternative.

“Very well,” he said, extending his left hand palm-up on the table. “Just the hand.”

He reached for the drift within himself, carefully focusing the energy. Scales began to form across his palm, dark and gleaming in the lantern light. So far, so good.

But the transformation didn’t stop where he intended.

The scales spread across the back of his hand, up his wrist, along his forearm. Callen tried to contain them, to pull the energy back, but it was like trying to hold back a flood with his bare hands. The scales continued their march up his arm, past his elbow, approaching his shoulder.

“Stop it,” Thorne commanded, half-rising from his chair.

“I’m trying,” Callen said through gritted teeth, sweat beading on his forehead from the effort. Only when he thought of Nora’s bracelet—the simple copper beads she’d made with such love—did the transformation finally halt at his shoulder.

Gradually, the scales receded, leaving his arm normal once more. But the damage was done. The council had seen his lack of control, the way the power had nearly consumed him.

“Unacceptable,” Thorne said flatly. “You cannot control this power, and it will only grow stronger. We cannot harbor such a threat.”

“I can’t deny the danger,” Callen said, trying to recover from the demonstration. “My connection to the dragon is growing stronger. The transformations are different. I think what happened at the site was tied to what Stark was doing, but I can’t be certain that’s entirely true. I do know that running won’t solve anything.”

“It would separate you from those Stark seeks to harm,” Thorne said.

Callen shook his head. “Stark won’t stop. He’ll find us anywhere. He’s hunting power, and he believes that power flows through me and the dragon. And he’s going to try again. There’s going to be another attempt. Distance won’t save us.”

“So what would you suggest?” Lysara asked.

“I need to master this power,” Callen said. “To understand what I am becoming and learn to control it. Stark controls the drift in ways I can’t match—yet. But if I can develop these abilities…”

“You want us to help you become more like the dragon?” Thorne’s asked, a layer of incredulity in his tone that was strong, even for him.

“I want to protect this sanctuary and everyone in it,” Callen said. “Including my family. To do that, I need to understand what a Dragon Singer is truly meant to be.”

Lysara leaned back, her fingers steepled before her. “The threat is real, regardless of how we feel about its origin. Stark knows too much about our operations. Even if he simply needed access to the ancient site, the destruction of the northern outpost wasn’t random—it was a message and a test.”

“And likely part of a search pattern,” Frinna added. “If he’s using ancient methods to track dragon energy, he may be narrowing down our location through process of elimination.”

“Which means we need to prepare for direct confrontation,” Garisk said. “Strengthen defenses, establish evacuation protocols. Or evacuate. We must prepare one way or another.”

Elder Shendra, who had remained silent until now, finally spoke. “These measures, while prudent, address symptoms rather than causes.” Her amber eyes fixed on Callen. “If Nightshade is indeed developing the abilities of a Dragon Singer, that is both our greatest vulnerability and potentially our strongest defense.”

“You speak as if you know something of Dragon Singers,” Thorne said sharply. “More than the scholarly research we’ve all heard.”

Shendra’s weathered hands folded in her lap. “Because I do. Knowledge of the Dragon Singers has been passed down through my bloodline for generations, waiting for the day it might be needed again.”

The council absorbed this revelation in silence. Even Finch, who had thought himself the sanctuary’s expert on ancient lore, stared at the elderly Pyrin woman with new respect.

Finch nodded. “The Dragon Singers were protectors—those who could channel dragon energies to shield others. If Callen could learn to harness these abilities properly⁠—”

“That’s a significant ‘if,’” Thorne interjected. “We’d be gambling our safety on an ability he barely understands and cannot control.”

“I’m willing to learn,” Callen said. “Whatever it takes.”

Thorne stood abruptly. “I call for a formal vote,” he announced. “This council must decide whether Nightshade remains in the sanctuary, or whether we exile him for the safety of all.”

Lysara’s expression darkened. “Councilor, that’s premature⁠—”

“Is it?” Thorne gestured toward Callen. “We just watched him lose control of a simple demonstration. His presence draws our enemies like a beacon. How long before his transformations become permanent? How long before we face another Stark?”

“The vote is seconded,” came an unexpected voice. Frinna, the spymaster, had spoken. “This decision affects sanctuary security. It should be formal.”

Lysara looked around the table, reading the faces of the council members. “Very well. All in favor of maintaining Nightshade’s sanctuary status?”

The council chamber grew deathly quiet as hands slowly rose. Finch’s went up first, followed by Sarral’s, and finally Shendra’s. Three votes.

“Opposed?” Lysara asked, her voice carefully neutral.

Thorne’s hand rose immediately, joined by Frinna’s, then Garisk’s. Three votes.

A perfect split.

All eyes turned to Lysara, whose vote would break the tie. She sat perfectly still, the weight of the decision evident in her expression.

“As commander of this sanctuary,” she said finally, “my duty is to protect all those who seek refuge here, even when that protection brings risk.” She raised her hand. “I vote that Nightshade remains. The motion passes, four to three.”

Thorne’s jaw clenched, fury evident in his eyes, but he said nothing.

“The motion fails,” Lysara announced. “Nightshade retains sanctuary status.”

But Thorne wasn’t finished. “Then I propose conditions,” he said. “If we’re to house this threat, it must be contained. Permanent guard detail. Daily monitoring. And the moment—the very moment—he shows signs of losing control permanently, he forfeits sanctuary protection and faces immediate exile.”

“Those are harsh terms,” Sarral objected.

“They’re necessary terms,” Thorne replied. “We’re choosing to harbor someone who could become our destruction. We must have safeguards.”

Lysara looked to Callen. “Do you accept these conditions?”

Callen met her gaze, then Thorne’s. The councilor’s face showed grim satisfaction—he’d lost the vote, but he’d extracted his price. “I accept,” Callen said quietly.

Lysara studied him for a long moment before turning to the council. “We need time to consider all options. For now, we increase our readiness and we will continue intelligence gathering on Stark’s movements. Finch, I want you working with Sarral on the Baron’s journal—see what else we can learn about his research and intentions. Talk to his daughter and see what she might know.” Her gaze returned to Callen. “And you will work on controlling these abilities. Under supervision.”

“Whose supervision?” Thorne asked.

“Mine,” Elder Shendra said, her voice carrying unexpected authority. “As the last keeper of Dragon Singer lore, I am the only one qualified to guide such training.”

Her tone effectively ended further debate on that point. With a few additional instructions regarding security measures, Lysara adjourned the meeting.


Chapter Twelve


LESSONS IN DRAGONS


As the council members dispersed, Callen remained seated, feeling the weight of their decision—and the responsibility it placed upon him. There was additional danger to Amara, and through her, to Nora. That was what Callen wanted to avoid, though he wasn’t entirely sure how he would be able to do that. More than that, he started to think that everything may come down to her dealing with her father—eventually.

It wasn’t that different than him having to deal with Stark, he knew. But how would Amara react if confronted by him? He would be there for her, but what would she do? Her own father had been responsible for targeting her—and likely her husband, something they would still have to work through.

He noticed Elder Shendra lingering near the chamber’s entrance, clearly waiting for him.

When he approached, she motioned for him to follow her outside. The night air had grown colder, stars scattered like crystals across the mountain sky. They walked in silence until they reached a small garden at the sanctuary’s eastern edge, where medicinal herbs grew in carefully tended rows.

“You didn’t tell them everything,” she said without preamble.

Callen glanced at her. “What makes you say that?”

“I’ve lived long enough to recognize when someone holds back truth,” she replied, her eyes reflecting the distant lantern light. “The dragon spoke to you, didn’t it?”

The question caught him off guard. “Not in words,” he said. “But yes, there was communication.”

Shendra nodded as if confirming something long suspected. “When was the first time you felt the drift? Not the connection to the dragon specifically, but the awareness of vibrations around you?”

Callen thought back. “I was young. Maybe six or seven. I could feel metal humming, even when others couldn’t hear it. My mother noticed—she taught me exercises to focus the sensations, to use them rather than be overwhelmed.”

“Your mother knew,” Shendra said softly. “She recognized the signs.”

“Of what?”

“Of what you were.” The elder sat on a stone bench, gesturing for him to join her. “I haven’t been entirely forthcoming with the council, Nightshade. Or with you. While I revealed my lineage tonight, I didn’t share everything. The knowledge I carry is vast—breathing techniques, meditation practices, the proper construction of anchors, even the locations of hidden Dragon Singer sites that survived the purges.”

Callen sat beside her, waiting.

“My great-great-grandmother was Syenna the Flame-Touched, bonded to a dragon named Vaelros. She lived through the final war that drove the dragons into hiding, and she preserved not just techniques but warnings. The same corruption that threatens you now has appeared before. The Dragon Singers called it ‘the hunger’—power that devours rather than balances.”

“You knew?”

And the better question was why hadn’t she shared.

“I suspected,” she corrected. “There are signs—your affinity for metal, your natural the drift abilities, the reports on how quickly you formed a connection with the dragon egg five years ago. Even how Nora’s abilities have accelerated in your presence.” She paused. “But suspicion isn’t certainty. Not until you described the way that you changed—and came back—and still have dragon energy clinging to you.”

“Why didn’t you say something sooner?”

“What was there to say?” She smiled. “A Black Veil assassin, told he carries the bloodline of ancient dragon empaths? I had heard of the egg, heard how it had been lost, and heard rumors beyond that. Rumors that had been… let’s say praised in certain circles. But I had not known what had happened. Not truly. None did. Then, after the attack on the manor, and the dragon’s appearance…” She sighed. “The knowledge I possess is sacred to my people. Not to be shared lightly, especially with those who once served the Lord Regent.”

Callen couldn’t fault her logic. “And now?”

“Now we have little choice. Stark is twisting these ancient powers into something they were never meant to be. If you truly wish to master what flows through you, I can teach you what was passed to me. The breathing techniques, the drift focus exercises, the methods to channel rather than contain.”

Having an instructor would be useful, but even then, he knew there were limitations. “Stark has years of study, experimentation.”

The elder’s expression darkened. “No. What I can teach you is foundational—important, but incomplete. The full practices of the Dragon Singers were recorded in texts kept at places of learning and training. Most were destroyed during the wars, but rumors persist of one collection that survived.”

“Where?”

“It lies in what was once a great Pyrin temple. The Lord Regent’s forces claimed it decades ago and repurposed it.” Her eyes met his. “You would know it as the Black Veil training grounds.”

Callen’s breath caught. Of course it would be there. Given what he knew of Stark’s desire for dragon power, where else could it be? “The Compound.”

She nodded. “The very same. Built upon the foundations of an ancient Dragon Singer temple. The underground levels contained vast archives of knowledge that have been lost to my people.”

“And Stark knows of these archives.” That was a certainty.

And it would explain why he’d sought out those with the drift potential.

“He’s certainly studied them,” Shendra said. “It explains his advanced understanding of the drift. But knowledge gained through theft and force is different from wisdom earned through proper teaching.”

“Getting into the Compound would be nearly impossible. The security⁠—”

“Is designed to keep people out, not to catch someone who once belonged there returning,” she said. “You were trained within those walls. You know their weaknesses.”

“It would be dangerous.”

“Yes.” She didn’t try to soften this truth. “But without that knowledge, you face Stark with only half the understanding you need. The techniques I can teach you might help you control the transformation, perhaps even strengthen your connection to the dragon. But to truly master what you are becoming⁠—”

“I’ll need what’s in those archives,” Callen finished.

Shendra watched him. “The choice must be yours, Nightshade. But know this—Dragon Singers were never meant to be weapons. They served as bridges between powers, more like protectors of balance. What Stark pursues is a perversion of their purpose.”

The night wind stirred the garden herbs, carrying their fragrance between them. Callen thought of Amara and Nora, of the sanctuary, of all that stood to be lost if Stark succeeded.

“When do we begin?” he asked.

“Now,” she replied, extending her weathered hand. “Give me your blade.”

Callen hesitated only briefly before unsheathing his scaled sword and offering it to her. The elder didn’t take it immediately, instead passing her hand over the blade without touching it, her eyes half-closed in concentration.

“You forged this yourself,” she said. “The metal responded to you even before your connection to the dragon strengthened.”

“Yes.”

“Dragon Singers created tools that acted as extensions of their abilities—foci for the drift flowing through them.” Her fingers hovered over the scale pattern etched into the metal. “Your blade has become such a focus. We will begin with understanding the relationship between you and this creation.” Shendra gestured to a flat stone beside the herbs. “Sit here,” she instructed, her voice taking on the cadence of a teacher.

Callen lowered himself onto the stone, which felt cool against him despite the night’s growing chill.

“Now,” she said, “place your sword across your open palms. Not as a weapon, but as an extension of yourself.”

Callen adjusted his position, laying the scaled blade horizontally across his upturned palms. The metal caught the starlight, the intricate scale pattern seeming to shift subtly.

“Close your eyes,” Shendra continued, circling behind him. “Breathe deeply. Feel the weight of the blade first—its physical presence.”

Callen obeyed, thinking of how he’d trained with Stark on something very similar, drawing in a long breath through his nose and exhaling slowly through his mouth. The sword’s familiar weight settled across his palms.

“Now extend your awareness beyond the physical,” Shendra’s voice came from behind him. “Beneath the weight, beneath the cold of the metal—there is something more. Something that responds to you alone.”

At first, Callen felt nothing beyond the sword. Then, as his breathing deepened, he began to sense the resonant changes within it.

“I can feel it,” he said.

Shendra circled back to face him. “Now focus on that vibration. Listen to its rhythm.”

Callen concentrated, isolating the subtle thrumming from all other sensations. As he did, he realized the vibration pulsed in time with his heartbeat.

“It matches my heart,” he said.

“Of course it does,” Shendra replied. “You created it. Your energy, your connection to the drift, shaped this metal as surely as your hammer did.” She knelt before him. “Now, without opening your eyes, try to alter the vibration. Not with your hands—with your intent. Change your breathing first. Slow it down. Make each breath deeper, more deliberate. Feel how your heartbeat responds.”

He followed her guidance, drawing each breath out longer, letting it fill him completely before releasing it. Gradually, his heartbeat slowed—and with it, the vibration in the blade changed to match.

“It’s done. Can you feel it?”

“I cannot, but I trust you can. Now, imagine the vibration growing stronger. Not faster, but more resonant. Will it to intensify.”

This was not how he’d used the drift before, but he could see the benefit. Callen focused his mind on the humming metal, picturing the change, becoming more powerful. For several long moments, nothing happened beyond the steady pulse.

Then, gradually, he felt it. The sword seemed to grow warmer against his palms, though not from any external heat source.

“It’s responding,” he said.

“Open your eyes,” Shendra instructed.

Callen’s did so and saw the scaled pattern along his blade glowing with a faint blue, pulsing with his heartbeat.

“The metal remembers your touch, your intent, your energy. It resonates with you because it is, in many ways, a physical manifestation of your inner connection to the drift.”

Callen stared at the glowing blade across his palms. “I’ve seen it glow before—during combat, when I was connected to the dragon.”

“Then you were drawing on power instinctually, without understanding or control,” she said. “For a true Dragon Singer, the blade is not merely a channel for power—it is a focus, helping to direct and refine that power with precision.”

Shendra reached out, her weathered finger hovering just above the glowing scale pattern without touching it. “Try to direct the energy along the blade. Imagine the vibration flowing from the hilt toward the tip.”

Callen concentrated, visualizing the energy moving as she described. At first, nothing changed. He pushed harder, but still nothing changed.

“No,” Shendra corrected. “Not with force. With clarity. Imagine it clearly, see it happening, know that it will respond.”

Exhaling slowly, Callen relaxed his effort and instead simply pictured what he wanted: the energy flowing from hilt to tip. This time, the blade’s glow shifted, rippling along its length as he had envisioned.

“Yes,” Shendra nodded. “That is the essence of the drift control. Not domination, but harmony. Direction, not force.”

The light along the blade once more before gradually fading back to a uniform glow, then dimming entirely, leaving only the normal sheen of metal in the starlight.

“You have the basics, and now you can understand the next steps. Dragon Singers spent years mastering the flow of energy through their implements before ever attempting to channel dragon power directly.”

“Years we don’t have,” Callen said, staring at the now-normal blade.

“No,” Shendra agreed. “But the principles remain unchanged. What you’ve just done with the sword—directing energy through intent rather than physical action—is the foundation of all the drift manipulation.”

She stood, her joints creaking slightly as she straightened. “Tomorrow we will build on this beginning. For now, continue to practice what you’ve learned. Hold the blade, feel its response to you, direct the energy in different patterns—circles, spirals, pulses. The more familiar you become with this basic control, the better prepared you’ll be for more complex techniques.”

“Thank you,” he said, looking up at her.

“Don’t thank me yet. This is the easiest part of what lies ahead. Tomorrow, we begin to address the scales that manifest on your skin—and what they truly represent. But understand—entering those archives means confronting not just Black Veil, but your own past. The powers awakening in you respond to emotion as much as intention. Your hatred for Stark, your fear for your family—these could either strengthen you or destroy you.”

“I understand the risk.”

“Do you?” She studied him. “The Dragon Singers of old spent years learning to balance their humanity with their connection to dragon energy. You’re attempting to compress that training into days or weeks. Months if you’re lucky. The transformation you experienced at the temple may have receded, but each time you draw on that power, it reshapes you. If you pursue this path”—she paused, watching him a long moment—“you may never be fully human again.”

The warning hung between them.

“If it means protecting them,” Callen said quietly, “I accept that cost.”

Shendra nodded once. “Then rest while you can, Nightshade. Tomorrow we begin the true work.”

As she departed, leaving him alone in the herb garden, Callen looked up at the star-filled sky. Somewhere out there, a dragon circled, its consciousness still faintly linked to his own. And somewhere, Stark prepared his next move.

Time was running short. The sanctuary’s safety, Amara and Nora’s future, perhaps even the fate of the dragons themselves—all now depended on how quickly he could master powers he was only beginning to understand.

Dragon Singer. The title still felt foreign, a mantle he hadn’t earned. But as Callen gripped his humming sword and headed back toward the cottage where his family waited, he had to become worthy of it.

Whatever the cost.


Chapter Thirteen


THE DRIFT RISING


Dawn light filtered through the cottage window. Callen sat with his hands wrapped around a steaming cup, watching Amara move about the kitchen. Neither had spoken much since he’d risen. The previous night, he’d returned from his session with Elder Shendra to find Amara already asleep, Nora curled beside her. He’d been reluctant to wake them, choosing instead to spend more time practicing the drift techniques Shendra had taught him until exhaustion finally claimed him.

“You were up late,” Amara said, breaking the silence as she placed a plate of eggs and bread before him. “Practicing?”

“Yes.” Callen flexed his fingers, remembering the faint glow that had emanated from his sword. “Shendra knows about the drift. She had a Dragon Singer in her family. And she’s going to work with me on what she can.”

He kept from her the fact that he might have to break into the Black Veil training ground to get even more. That would only make Amara worry.

Amara settled across from him, her eyes studying his face. “And my father’s journal? Has Finch learned anything useful from it?”

Callen knew the question cost her. Speaking of the Baron’s betrayal couldn’t be easy, especially now as she came to understand the full extent of his involvement. Amara had a sharp mind, so Callen suspected that she’d come to many of the same conclusions about her father’s involvement as he had. There wasn’t anything that could be done about it, though.

“Finch has only just begun examining it,” Callen said. “Your father spent decades researching dragon energy and the drift manipulation. There may be valuable information buried in his notes.”

Amara’s hands tightened around her cup. “I keep thinking about all those years—our visits to his study, the artifacts he collected, the way he would watch me as a child when I handled certain objects.” Her eyes met Callen’s. “What if I was nothing but research to him? And Nora? And…”

She looked down, tears welling in her eyes.

He knew it was difficult for her to talk about her husband’s death, especially now that things had changed between the two of them. Increasingly, Callen wondered if she would need to do so, because she would need to find a way to know that he didn’t have anything to do with it.

“I don’t know,” he answered. “But whatever his intentions led him to make choices that harmed you.”

“And Kiran,” she said quietly. “For so long, I thought his assassination was just politics. Maybe there was always more to it. To me with him,” she said, trailing off a bit as she did.

“Amara—”

“It’s okay. We need to talk about this. I need to talk about this.” She looked up, meeting his gaze. “I don’t know if they wanted him gone because he was Pyrin or because he thought Kiran might protect Nora from him. I need to work with Finch. I want to help.”

Callen reached across the table, taking her hand. “Of course. If anyone can help Finch, you can. I know that we’ll find answers. I promise you that.”

She nodded, squeezing his hand once before withdrawing. “Don’t make promises about my father, Callen. Just promise you’ll come back to us. Whatever happens with these abilities, whatever you need to do to master them—come back to us whole.”

Before he could respond, the patter of small feet announced Nora’s arrival. She appeared in the doorway, hair tangled from sleep, eyes bright.

“You’re going to train with Elder Shendra today?” she asked, climbing onto the bench beside Callen.

“I am,” he replied, smoothing her hair. “How did you know?”

“I heard you talking about it with Mama.” She leaned forward, grabbing an apple from the table and taking a bite. “Can I watch? Please? Elder Shendra said I need to observe different forms of energy control.”

Callen glanced at Amara, who gave a small nod. “For a little while,” he said. “Parts of the training might be dangerous.”

“I’ll be careful,” Nora promised. “I know how to stay back when there’s danger.”

The knowledge in her young eyes struck Callen painfully. She should never have had to learn such lessons so early.

For the next week, Callen trained daily with Elder Shendra, pushing himself to the limits of his endurance. The training sessions varied in intensity and focus, but each tested him in new and increasingly difficult ways.

The first session began as they made their way toward the eastern training grounds where Shendra waited. The morning air carried a crispness that spoke of the mountains, fresh and clean despite the warmth of approaching summer. A hint of smoke clung to it, strangely reminding him of the dragon.

The elder stood in the center of a stone circle. When she spotted Nora, her eyebrows rose slightly. “The young one comes to observe?” she asked as they approached.

“If that’s acceptable,” Callen said.

Shendra studied Nora a moment before nodding. “Perhaps it is for the best. Her abilities continue to grow in ways we don’t fully understand. Perhaps tied to you,” she said, though mostly to herself. “And she needs to master what she can do. Perhaps observing may help her control her own abilities.” She gestured to a stone bench at the edge of the circle. “Sit there, child. Do not enter the circle until I say it is safe.”

Nora nodded and took her place on the bench, folding her hands in her lap with unusual stillness.

Callen glanced at her. If the Baron had been interested in Nora—and the possibility that she had Dragon Singer blood—could she learn the same things as he?

Would Amara want that for her?

At this point, he wasn’t sure there would be much choice. If Nora developed, and if the skills surged, she might need the mastery that someone like Shenda could teach.

And me, if I go to the training ground.

“Now,” Shendra turned to Callen, “let us begin where we left off. Draw your blade.”

Callen unsheathed his sword, the scaled pattern catching the sunlight. He held it before him, feeling the subtle energy within the metal.

“Close your eyes,” Shendra instructed. “Remember the connection you established last night. Find the drift within the blade.”

Callen obeyed, closing his eyes and focusing his awareness on the sword. At first, he felt only the physical weight of the weapon, but as he deepened his breathing, he began to sense the familiar vibration that matched his heartbeat.

“Good,” Shendra’s voice came from somewhere to his right. “Now direct the energy. Try to make the blade glow with drift energy.”

Callen concentrated, sweat beading on his forehead as he focused. Minutes passed with no visible result. The connection that had seemed so promising the night before now felt elusive, slipping away each time he thought he’d grasped it.

“I can’t reach it,” he muttered, frustration building.

“Patience,” Shendra counseled. “This is not merely physical training. Your spirit must align with the drift.”

After nearly an hour of attempts, Callen managed to produce only the faintest flicker of blue light along the scale pattern of his blade. The effort left him drained, his hands shaking.

“Enough for today,” Shendra said, her voice gentle but firm. “You push too hard.”

“I need to master this,” Callen insisted, trying to stand—only to find his legs giving way beneath him. He collapsed to one knee, vision swimming.

“Papa!” Nora cried, starting forward before Shendra’s raised hand stopped her.

“This is why we practice control,” the elder said, helping Callen to the bench. “The power demands its price. Even small manifestations tax the body in ways you cannot yet anticipate.”

As they returned to the cottage that evening, Amara took one look at Callen’s exhausted state and ordered him straight to bed. “Whatever this training is,” she said, “it’s draining you too quickly.”

“I have to continue,” he replied, though his voice was weak even to his own ears.

“Not if it kills you first,” she said firmly.

The second training session, three days later, showed modest improvement. Callen could at least now direct the energy outward, beyond the blade itself. Extend it into the air before him, just a few inches.

“Today we will test your growing strength with the drift,” Shendra said, gesturing to a collection of stones arranged in a line, increasing in size from a small pebble to a boulder nearly as tall as Callen.

“You want me to move them?” Callen asked.

“Not with your hands,” Shendra confirmed. “With the drift. Begin with the smallest and work your way up.”

Callen focused on the pebble, extending his awareness through the drift. With considerable effort, he managed to make it tremble, then rise shakily a few inches off the ground before dropping back.

“Again,” Shendra instructed.

By midday, Callen had progressed to lifting a stone the size of his fist, maintaining it in the air for several seconds before releasing it carefully to the ground. The next stone, however, proved more challenging.

As he strained to lift the rock—about the size of a small melon—a sharp pain lanced through his skull. Blood trickled from his nose, spattering onto the stone circle.

“Nightshade,” Shendra said sharply.

“I can continue,” he insisted, wiping the blood away. The headache intensified, but he pushed through it, focusing on the stone until it slowly, reluctantly, rose a few inches off the ground.

“Enough,” Shendra commanded when the stone dropped. “You overextend yourself.”

“The stakes are too high for caution,” Callen argued, though he couldn’t deny the pounding in his skull.

“There is a difference between caution and wisdom,” Shendra replied. “Dragon Singers typically die young, Nightshade. Even those with perfect technique and proper anchors rarely live beyond their fourth decade. The power burns through them, consuming from within.” Her amber eyes held his. “Push too hard, too fast, and you may not live to face Stark at all.”

The third session, a week after the first, showed the most dramatic progress—and cost. They practiced for hours, Callen gradually extending the range and complexity of the energy patterns he could create. By midday, he could maintain a stable projection several inches from his blade, directing it in outward, though not much more than that.

Now he could lift even the largest of the stones, though the effort clearly strained him. His control over the drift energy had improved markedly, allowing him to create complex patterns of light that danced around his blade.

“Your progress is remarkable,” Shendra noted, though her expression remained troubled. “But at what cost? Strength without control is merely destruction waiting to happen.”

When they paused to rest, Nora approached, her eyes fixed on the sword that still hummed faintly in Callen’s hand.

“It’s singing,” she said, stopping just beyond arm’s reach.

“Can you hear it?” Callen asked, surprised, though he shouldn’t be. Nora had a talent at the forge as well, hadn’t she?

Nora nodded. “Not with my ears. It’s like when you put your hand on a bell after it’s been rung. You can feel it more than hear it.”

Shendra exchanged a glance with Callen. “The child has sensitivity to the drift. Unusual in one so young. Most among the Pyrin have a predilection for fire. Very few have Dragon Singer bloodlines.”

The drift, he knew she meant. That had to come from Amara.

“Is that why my fire feels different when Papa is training?” Nora asked, turning to the elder. “It feels bigger.”

“Perhaps,” Shendra replied. “Our energies affect one another, especially among those with natural bonds. Your connection to Callen appears to increase aspects of your abilities.”

Nora considered this. “Is that why the bad man wanted me? Because I’m connected to Papa and the dragon?”

The question hung in the air, its innocence masking the terrible truth behind it. Callen knelt before her, setting his sword aside.

“The bad man wanted me—and power he doesn’t understand,” he said carefully. “But I won’t let him near you again. That’s why I’m training—to make sure I can protect you.”

Nora studied his face, her small hand reaching out to touch his cheek. “And to protect yourself too. From the scales.”

Callen’s breath caught. He didn’t want Nora to know about that—or to worry about him. But maybe there wouldn’t be a way to protect her. “What do you know about the scales?”

“I’ve seen them in my dreams,” she said simply. “When you were gone, I dreamed you were covered in them, like armor. But you were still you.” Her hand dropped back to her side. “You don’t need to be afraid of them.”

Before Callen could respond, Finch appeared at the edge of the training ground, his robes flapping around his ankles as he hurried toward them. He carried the Baron’s journal, several pages marked with thin strips of cloth.

“Nightshade,” he said, slightly out of breath. “I’ve found something. Something significant.”

Shendra gestured for him to approach. “What have you discovered?”

Finch opened the journal to one of the marked pages. “It’s about the Dragon Singers—specifically, how they maintained control during transformation.” He pointed to a passage filled with precise handwriting. “According to what I assume was the Baron’s research, Dragon Singers developed techniques to partially manifest draconic traits—scales, enhanced senses, even limited fire projection—without surrendering their human selves.” Finch read the text aloud. “Physical anchors. Objects imbued with personal the drift that served as tethers to human form.” He looked up. “The Dragon Singers created implements—weapons, jewelry, even clothing—that resonated with their human essence. These anchors allowed them to access dragon power while maintaining control when the transformation took place.”

“But creating a proper anchor requires specific knowledge,” Shendra interjected, her expression grave. “The ancient texts describe clear requirements. An anchor must contain three elements: something of the past—a memory or connection to who you were; something of the present—your current bonds and relationships; and something of the future—hope, purpose, what you strive to become.”

“Like my sword,” Callen said, glancing at the scaled blade.

“I would assume so. Perhaps like that, but even more deliberate,” Finch said. “These anchors were specifically crafted as something like counterweights to dragon influence. The Baron theorizes that all dragons and Dragon Singers had anchors of some sort, things that bounded them.”

Shendra nodded slowly. “This fits with our oldest traditions. And drawings I’ve seen. Most depict the Dragon Singers wearing specially forged metal.”

“But there’s more,” Finch continued, turning to another marked page. “The Baron discovered references to an archive of Dragon Singer knowledge—texts, training methods, even diagrams for creating these anchors. He spent years searching for it.”

Callen shared a look with Shendra. “And did he find it?”

Finch’s expression darkened. “Yes. According to his later entries, he located the archive beneath what is now the Black Veil Compound.” He looked up, brow furrowing a moment. “You knew.”

“Shendra did,” he said.

Finch looked troubled. “If Stark has had access to the archive for years, there is much we don’t know that he does. The Baron mentions multiple times that creating an anchor requires specific materials and methods. Without that knowledge, you risk permanent transformation.”

“Then we must attempt to create one here,” Shendra said. “With what knowledge we have.”

Over the next two hours, they tried multiple combinations. First, Callen attempted to forge a simple band using metal from his original sword—representing his past as a blacksmith—combined with a thread from Nora’s dress and a small stone from the sanctuary grounds. The result was inert, showing no response to the drift.

Next, they tried incorporating his Black Veil insignia for the past, Amara’s healing herbs for the present, and a piece of Ashen Oath metal for the future. Again, nothing.

“The connections must be more personal,” Shendra observed after the third failed attempt. “Not just symbolic representations, but items that carry genuine emotional resonance.”

“What about Nora’s bracelet?” Callen suggested, touching the woven band on his wrist. “It helped pull me back before.”

“Temporary at best,” Shendra said. “And it represents only the present and future. We still need something from your past—something that shaped who you are at your core.”

Callen thought of the temple, of how completely the scales had covered him, of the wild power that had flowed through him uncontrolled.

“I can’t stop Stark without that power,” he said.

Finch pressed his lips together, looking as if he were working on some puzzle. “What if you learn to control what I can now,” Finch said. “Even without proper anchors, you could understand how to direct the transformation—to manifest aspects of it deliberately rather than in response to crisis.”

“A dangerous path,” Shendra warned. “But perhaps necessary given our limited time.” She turned to Nora. “Child, this part of the training is not for you to observe. Return to your mother now.”

Nora looked as if she might protest, but something in Shendra’s tone made her reconsider. “Be careful, Papa,” she said, giving Callen a quick embrace before departing.

“And you,” she said to Finch. “This is not to observe and document.”

“But we must keep records.”

“There will be records, but perhaps you don’t want to be burned by what might happen here.”

Finch’s eyes widened and he scurried away, but not quite as far as Callen suspected Shendra wanted.

Once done, Shendra guided Callen to the center of the stone circle once more. “I don’t like this, but perhaps as you have grown with some skill, we can attempt controlled partial manifestation,” she said. “Not a full transformation, but a deliberate calling of the dragon aspects you wish to access.”

“How?” Callen asked.

“Begin with something small—the scales on your left forearm perhaps. Focus on that specific area. Remember how it felt when the scales appeared before, but channel that sensation precisely.”

Callen concentrated, recalling the sensation of scales forming along his skin. In previous instances, the transformation had been triggered by danger or connection to the dragon—never by his own will alone.

“It will be different than when you focus on your sword, but the process of calling the power is similar.”

He closed his eyes, focusing on his left forearm, trying to recreate the feeling of scales emerging. Nothing happened.

“Visualize it clearly,” Shendra said. “See the pattern of scales, feel their texture, their strength.”

Callen tried again, focusing more intently. Sweat beaded on his forehead as he pushed, but still nothing changed. There was power there—he could feel some part of it that flickered in the back of his mind, trying to come out—but he couldn’t reach it quite as fully as he knew he needed.

“You’re forcing it,” Shendra said. “The transformation isn’t about strength of will but alignment of essence. You are connected to the dragon. You know the creature. It knows you. Let the drift guide you to it.”

Callen exhaled slowly, releasing the tension he’d built up. Instead of pushing for transformation, he reached for the drift within himself—the same energy he’d felt flowing through his sword. He allowed it to rise naturally, directing it toward his arm without forcing it.

A tingling sensation spread across his skin. When he opened his eyes, a small patch of scales had formed on his forearm—just a few inches of blue-black, catching the sunlight like burnished metal. There was no pain. Just… power.

With it, he felt the dragon, like a hint of a memory in the back of his mind.

“Remarkable,” Finch breathed from where he watched from a distance.

Shendra shot him a look and Finch backed away.

“Now maintain it,” Shendra said. “Hold the transformation steady.”

Callen focused on the patch of scales, working to keep the drift flowing steadily. For several minutes, he succeeded, the scales neither spreading nor receding.

“Now release it,” Shendra said. “Gradually withdraw the drift.”

This proved more challenging. As Callen attempted to reduce the flow of energy, the scales seemed reluctant to recede. He pushed harder, trying to force them back.

“Careful,” Shendra warned. “Abrupt shifts can trigger⁠—”

The warning came too late. As Callen struggled to reverse the transformation, the drift suddenly surged beyond his control. Scales spread rapidly up his arm, across his shoulder, down his chest. His vision sharpened, colors intensifying as his eyes began to change.

Power surged, a reminder of what he’d felt when connected to the dragon.

It filled him. And it threatened to overwhelm him.

He cried out.

“Nightshade,” Shendra called, her voice seeming to come from far away. “Focus on your anchor. Your sword.”

Through the haze of transformation, Callen reached for his blade. The moment his hand closed around the hilt, he felt the connection—a steadying influence against the wild power flowing through him. He clung to it, using the familiar the drift of the metal to slow the transformation.

Gradually, the scales stopped spreading, though they didn’t recede. Half his body remained covered in the dragon scale armor, his left eye enhanced with dragon sight while his right did not.

“Balance,” Shendra said, her voice steady. She hadn’t moved away, though he worried about doing something that would harm her as well. “Find a balance between forms.”

Callen struggled, sweat dripping from his brow as he fought to maintain control. The day was cool, but the effort—and maybe the power—left him feeling overheated. The power within him pushed against his restraint, but he had to find a way to control it. To hold it.

To anchor.

He squeezed the sword.

For several moments, he hovered in this precarious balance.

Then something shifted. The drift flowing through him changed frequency, no longer fighting his will but harmonizing with it. The scales receded slowly, not disappearing completely but retreating to just his left arm.

“Partial transformation under control,” Finch said from where he stood. “Impressive.”

Callen exhaled shakily, looking down at his scaled arm. “Not complete control. It wanted to spread. If not for the sword…”

“But you prevented full transformation,” Shendra reminded. “That is significant progress.”

The victory felt hollow. “Without proper anchors, without the full knowledge of how Dragon Singers maintained control, I’m still at risk of losing myself to the transformation. And Stark won’t stop searching for us. For me, for the dragon.” Maybe even Nora, if he were to learn that she had some of the same potential.

And with each transformation, with each use of these powers, he risked becoming something he couldn’t control.

He looked down at his scaled arm. “If these archives contain the knowledge I need to master what I’m becoming…” He sighed. “I would have to go myself. No one else could go undetected.”

It was more than that. Callen didn’t want to risk sacrificing anyone else for this.

The scales on Callen’s arm slowly began to fade, returning to normal skin. The process was slower than before, as if it took more of him.

And maybe it did.

“Let’s keep training,” he said to Shendra. “Here, for now. And I will consider my next steps.”

Because it was more than about him.

If he were to do that, break in and try to get the knowledge he wanted, there was a different risk. Callen didn’t know what else Stark was after—but he feared taking too long finding out. And worse, losing the dragon because of it.


Chapter Fourteen


DISTANT ECHOES


Callen stood motionless among the pines, his breathing slow and measured as he extended the drift outward. The forest stretched before him, a mixture of life and movement that registered against his senses in waves of subtle vibration. The week of training with Shendra had sharpened his abilities, though what he did now was tied to the training that he’d received during his Black Veil days—and before. He could distinguish between the skittering of a squirrel across fallen leaves and the heavier tread of a deer fifty paces to the east.

“Feel the spaces between movements,” Callen whispered to himself, echoing Stark’s words from long ago. “Don’t just sense what’s there—sense what isn’t there.”

The forest’s subtle vibrations reminded Callen of his first the drift lessons when he’d gone to the Black Veil what seemed an eternity ago. Stark had stood before him, arms crossed, eyes evaluating every movement as Callen struggled to extend his awareness beyond his physical form.

“Again,” Stark had commanded after Callen’s third failed attempt to detect the hidden target. “You’re forcing it, Nightshade. The drift isn’t about strength—it’s about alignment. You don’t push outward. You become part of the vibration.”

Callen closed his eyes once more, frustrated but determined. Twenty other initiates had already failed this test, reassigned to conventional Black Veil training. Only he remained in the drift trials, though he couldn’t understand why Stark persisted with him.

“I don’t—” Callen had begun to protest.

“Listen,” Stark interrupted, his voice dropping. “Don’t try to hear with your ears. Feel the spaces between sounds.”

It wasn’t that different than what he’d done with his family, back when his mother had taught him to focus on the way things felt around him, but what Stark wanted was something more—something that felt like it was out of his reach and beyond him.

Callen exhaled slowly, letting tension flow from his shoulders. This time, instead of pushing his awareness outward, he allowed it to settle into the stillness within himself first. He found a rhythm there—his heartbeat, yes, but something else too, something that seemed to flow between his heartbeats.

“There,” he said. “I feel something.”

Stark had moved silently behind him, placing a hand on his shoulder—a rare gesture from the commander. “That’s it. Now extend that feeling. Not by force, but by recognition. The same vibration exists around you, in different patterns. Find the one that doesn’t belong.”

Callen let his awareness drift, following the subtle current of energy. The training hall seemed to shift in his perception, no longer just stone walls and shadows but patterns of the drift—the steady hum of the structure itself, the rhythmic flow of torchlight, the subtle disturbances of air currents.

And there—a dissonance. A pattern that broke the natural flow, thirty paces to his left, behind a wooden panel.

“There,” Callen said, pointing without opening his eyes. “Hidden compartment. Someone’s inside. Controlled breathing. Waiting.”

When he opened his eyes, he found something rare on Stark’s face—a smile, tight and measured, but genuine. “Well done,” the commander said, signaling for the hidden operative to emerge. “You have natural talent. Raw, undisciplined, but I can work with that.”

The implication wasn’t lost on him. The commander would work with him.

Stark studied Callen. “There’s old blood in you, it seems. The drift doesn’t come so naturally otherwise.”

“Old blood, sir?” Callen had asked.

Stark’s gaze had lingered a moment too long. “Nothing. Ancient history.” He clasped his hands behind his back, reverting to his typical rigid posture. “Tomorrow, we begin true the drift training. Your real potential lies far beyond simple detection. I will train you in ways you could never have imagined. And if you do well, you may be one of our greatest Black Veil.”

Now, in the present forest, Callen employed the same technique, but with understanding of what Stark had truly been teaching him. Where Stark had instructed him to push his senses outward in expanding circles, Callen instead let his awareness bloom naturally like ripples in still water.

Stark had indeed taught him—but not everything, and not for the purposes Callen had believed when he’d gone to him. The old blood the commander had recognized in him wasn’t just talent for the drift but something deeper—something Stark had coveted for himself.

Dragon Singer blood. A heritage Callen hadn’t known he carried, but now Callen wondered if Stark had recognized from the beginning.

He sighed, focusing outward again. He could sense the forest clearly, but it was what he couldn’t sense that troubled him. Nothing unusual disturbed the mountains. No patrols, no scouts, no trace of Stark’s forces. It was as if they had abandoned this territory entirely.

Callen shifted his stance, adjusting his focus to reach farther. The scaled sword at his hip hummed faintly, enhancing the drift as he’d learned to use it. No longer just a weapon, but a focus—an extension of his awareness. An anchor, but not enough. Not nearly enough for him to come back from. He needed to master that power so he could control transformation, something he still did not have.

He closed his eyes, filtering out the natural rhythms of the forest to seek anything that didn’t belong.

Still nothing.

“This doesn’t make sense,” he said to himself, opening his eyes and scanning the valley below. The sanctuary lay hidden beyond the next ridge, its location still secure. But for how long?

Stark wasn’t one to abandon a pursuit. The absence of his forces suggested not retreat but redirection—a change in strategy that Callen couldn’t yet decipher. Something more? Stark had hinted that he was after a different type of power, but what was it?

A subtle shift in the forest’s the drift pattern alerted him to an approaching presence—human, moving with the deliberate stealth of someone with training. He tensed, readying to reach for his sword, but realized it was unnecessary.

Not a threat, but familiar.

“Frinna,” he said without turning.

The spymaster emerged from the trees, her steps nearly silent against the forest floor. Her gray-streaked hair was bound tightly at the nape of her neck, her weathered face revealing nothing.

“Your awareness is impressive,” she observed, coming to stand beside him at the ridge. “Shendra’s training?”

“Not for this. This is Black Veil training,” Callen said. “But she has helped in other ways. Have your scouts found anything?”

Frinna’s lips pressed into a thin line as she gazed out over the mountains. “That’s why I sought you out. We’ve received reports from our northernmost contacts. Unusual activity—forces moving through territories Stark previously ignored.”

“North?” Callen frowned. “What’s there?”

“That is my question. And I thought maybe you might know something. There’s little of strategic value that we know of. Remote villages, difficult terrain.” She handed him a small, rolled parchment. “This arrived by messenger an hour ago. One of my people spotted a large contingent—at least thirty soldiers plus what she described as ‘scaled officers’—heading toward the Frostpeak Range.”

Callen unrolled the parchment, studying the hastily sketched map. The location marked was far beyond the mountains that housed the sanctuary, in territories rarely traveled due to their harsh conditions.

“What would draw them there?” he asked, more to himself than to Frinna.

“Another good question. But their absence from our immediate vicinity might provide an opportunity. Anything you know as a Black Veil?”

He shook his head. “Not about this.”

“Unfortunate.” She studied him. “The council is meeting to discuss this development. Lysara sent me to find you.”

Callen rolled the parchment closed, returning it to her. “Tell Lysara I’ll continue patrolling the perimeter. I can test if there’s more here we’re missing.”

Frinna nodded. “And will you continue your other pursuits while out here?”

She meant his attempts to connect with the dragon, he knew. His occasional transformations hadn’t gone unnoticed, though he’d been careful to conduct such experiments far from the sanctuary.

“I need to know what Stark is planning, however I can. If it involves reaching for power I can’t control”—yet, he didn’t add—“then I’ll do it to keep everyone safe.”

“Be careful, Nightshade,” Frinna said, her usual detachment giving way to something like concern. “Thorne continues to argue that your connection puts us at risk. Don’t give him more ammunition.”

With that, she disappeared back into the forest, moving as silently as she had come.

Callen waited until he was certain she had gone before continuing his climb toward a higher vantage point. The path grew steeper, winding between weather-worn boulders until it opened onto a small plateau near the mountain’s peak. From here, he could see for miles—forests giving way to distant plains, mountains marching toward the horizon like sentinels.

A perfect place for what he needed to attempt.

Settling on a flat stone, Callen drew his sword and laid it across his knees. The scale pattern caught the afternoon sunlight, seeming to absorb and refract it in ways ordinary metal shouldn’t. He placed his hands on either side of the blade, not touching it, and closed his eyes.

“First, find the center,” he whispered, recalling another of Stark’s lessons.

In his memory, Stark circled him in the training chamber, voice low and measured. “The drift begins within, Nightshade. Find your center, and from there, you can reach anywhere.”

Now, years later, Callen understood what Stark had truly been teaching him—not just drift techniques, but the foundations of Dragon Singer abilities that Stark himself coveted.

Breath by breath, he settled his awareness, focusing first on his own the drift—the steady rhythm of his heartbeat, the flow of energy through his body. Then, gradually, he extended outward, not seeking the forest this time but reaching for that other consciousness that lingered at the edges of his perception. These were the lessons that Shendra had helped him with, the control that she’d helped him find. This was what he needed—to find, and feel, the dragon

The connection had grown fainter since their encounter at the temple, but never disappeared entirely. Something remained between them—a link that Callen was learning to access deliberately rather than simply experiencing when the dragon chose to reach toward him.

At first, nothing answered his call. The void stretched before his awareness, empty and cold. Then, as he persisted, focusing the drift through the blade as Shendra had taught him, he felt it—a flicker of response, distant but unmistakable.

There.

“Don’t chase the sensation,” Callen reminded himself, echoing Stark’s training from long ago. “Let it come to you.”

The memory surfaced of Stark standing over him during an advanced drift lesson, his voice stern but instructive. “When you chase power, Nightshade, it flees from you. When you invite it, it comes willingly. That is the secret few understand.”

Callen now employed the technique, but with the wisdom to recognize what Stark had been preparing him for all along—not just Black Veil operations, but the eventual channeling of dragon power.

Callen directed his awareness toward that flicker, not forcing but inviting, extending the drift like an offered hand. It was not that dissimilar to what Stark had taught him, though the technique had been for a different purpose. Perhaps the commander had not known that Callen would learn what he did, or that he could learn to be more.

The contact, when it came, staggered him.

Not the overwhelming flood of before, but a controlled joining—as if the dragon had learned caution as well. Images flowed into Callen’s mind: snow-covered peaks unlike the mountains around the sanctuary, deep valleys carved by ancient glaciers, a landscape so different than the one he found himself in.

The north.

Through the dragon’s eyes, Callen glimpsed movement below—tiny figures against vast whiteness. Lines of soldiers moving through snow-laden valleys, scaled officers directing their efforts. Those officers had to be Black Veil, transformed, but there was something about them that he could see from the dragon. Heat, perhaps. Or maybe power. They surrounded what appeared to be ruins half-buried in ice and snow, establishing a perimeter.

The vision shifted, drawing closer. The ruins took shape—massive pillars of stone carved with familiar patterns, a structure similar to the temple they had destroyed but larger. The soldiers were arranging equipment around the site, bringing in crates and setting up shelters against the bitter cold.

A summoning.

The knowledge came not as words but as understanding, flowing from the dragon’s consciousness into Callen’s own. Stark’s forces weren’t just securing another ancient site—they were preparing it, using knowledge stolen from the archives to conduct some larger working.

The vision blurred as the dragon banked away, unwilling to draw closer to whatever power emanated from the site. Callen felt its concern, its urgency. And beneath that, something deeper—a memory of other sites, stretching back to a time when dragons filled the skies. How could he see that?

How could he understand it?

Power. Connection. All of it threatened to overwhelm him.

The connection began to fade, the strain of maintaining it across such distance taking its toll. Before it broke completely, Callen sent a final question: What are they seeking?

The answer came as the link dissolved, more feeling than thought: Awakening.

The connection snapped away. Control severed, whether because of his inability to hold it or the dragon wanting it severed, he didn’t know. He found himself on his knees, sword still across his lap but now glowing with blue fire that cast no heat. Sweat soaked his shirt despite the cool mountain air, and a quick glance at his arms revealed scales had formed halfway to his elbows before beginning to recede.

More control. Each time, he retained more of himself during the connection.

But the vision left him deeply troubled. Stark’s forces had found another site—larger, more intact than the temple they had destroyed. The purpose eluded him, but he needed to know. And the impression of awakening lingered, ominous in its vagueness.

Could there be other dragons? The thought seemed impossible after centuries of their absence, yet the vision suggested otherwise. Another egg perhaps, like the one Callen had once found, dormant but not dead. Or something else, something Stark sought to wake.

Callen sheathed his sword, the glow fading as the scales on his arms retreated completely. One thing remained clear—he needed knowledge. The archives beneath the Black Veil Compound held secrets about Dragon Singers and their abilities, yes, but they might also contain information about these ancient sites and whatever Stark planned to do with them. He could no longer delay. With Stark’s forces diverted north, this might be his only opportunity to infiltrate the Compound. It might be the only time he could manage this safely.

As he stood, a slight the drift fluctuation caught his attention. Someone nearby, attempting to move undetected. Not Frinna—the signature was different, lighter.

“You can come out,” Callen said, turning toward a cluster of boulders to his right. “I know you’re there, Kira.”

The girl emerged from behind the rocks, her short dark hair ruffled by the mountain wind. She carried no visible weapons, but Callen doubted she was truly unarmed.

“You’re not losing control when you change. Not like you did,” she said.

He snorted. He suspected she was following to help Thorne know what he’d been doing. “How long have you been following me?”

Kira approached, stopping a cautious distance away. “Since you left the sanctuary. Thorne wanted to know what you do out here.”

“And what will you tell him?”

Her eyes flicked to his arms where the scales had been. “That depends,” she said. “You were communicating with it, weren’t you? The dragon.”

Callen saw no point in denying it. “Yes.”

“And what did you learn?” She seemed genuinely curious rather than accusatory.

“Stark’s forces are in the north, at another ancient site. Larger than the temple we destroyed. They’re preparing something, but I don’t know what it is.”

Kira nodded. “Are you going after them?”

“Not yet,” Callen said. “First, I need knowledge. I have to control the connection to the dragon so that I can stop Stark when I get the chance.”

“The archives,” she said. It wasn’t a question.

Callen’s eyes narrowed. “What do you know about the archives?”

“Thorne listens. That’s how he protects us, you know. He knows about the Dragon Singer texts beneath the Compound. And he knows you’re considering going after them.”

“And he sent you to stop me?”

Kira shook her head. “To observe. To report.” She hesitated. “If you go to the Compound, I won’t stop you. But I won’t lie to the council either.”

“I don’t intend to hide what I plan.”

A subtle shift in the mountain air brought a scent that didn’t belong—smoke tinged with something acrid. Callen turned, scanning the horizon. Far to the north, barely visible against the darkening sky, a plume of darkness rose. He saw it, though Callen didn’t know if what he saw came from his eyesight—or the dragon.

“What is it?” Kira asked, following his gaze.

“I don’t know. But I think Stark’s plans are in motion.”


Chapter Fifteen


DEPARTURES


Callen stood at the cottage window, watching as darkness settled over the sanctuary. Stars emerged in the mountain sky, their light seeming distant and cold. He kept looking for signs of the dragon—he could feel the connection, though couldn’t tell where the dragon had gone—but there was not enough to the link to follow. Night had fallen earlier than usual, clouds gathering above the peaks, promising rain by morning. That felt strangely fitting for what he needed to do.

Behind him, Amara moved quietly around their small home, gathering supplies and tucking them into his pack. Neither had spoken much since his return from the mountain ridge, since he’d shared what he’d seen through the dragon’s eyes. She’d understood—as she often did—what he needed to do. There had not been any questioning about why, or the risk, that was involved.

“The weather clothes are better quality,” Amara said, breaking the silence as she added a tightly rolled cloak to his pack. “Finch found them in the sanctuary stores. They’ll keep you drier than what you had in Emberdale.”

Callen turned from the window. “Thank you.”

Their eyes met across the room, so much unsaid between them.

“I should come with you,” she said, the words emerging as if she’d been holding them back all evening. “You shouldn’t face this alone.”

Callen crossed to her, taking her hands in his. “You know you can’t.”

“Why not?” A flash of frustration crossed her face. “I survived years in the capital under my father’s nose. I’ve treated Black Veil injuries; I know how you—they—operate. I could help you.”

He knew it wasn’t a sincere offer. It couldn’t be.

“It’s not about capability,” Callen said. “It’s about Nora.”

Amara’s hands tightened around his. “And how am I supposed to keep her safe if you’re gone? You’re the one with the power to fight Stark if he comes here.”

They both knew the truth—there were no perfect choices, only necessary ones.

“The sanctuary has defenses,” Callen said. “Lysara, Garisk, the other Ashen Oath—they’ll protect you both.”

“And if that’s not enough?” Amara asked, her voice dropping to barely above a whisper. “If my father sends Black Veil specifically for us while you’re gone?”

“Then I need to make sure I succeed quickly,” Callen replied. He reached up, cupping her face with one hand. “He doesn’t know that you’re here.”

“We don’t know that.”

He stroked her cheek. “He doesn’t know. And he won’t. The sanctuary will keep you safe. If things change, you go with the Ashen Oath, follow where they suggest you go to be safe.” He took a deep breath. “If I can learn what I need to control this, we can be safe. Safer, at least. The archives hold the key to letting me master these abilities, control the transformation. Without that…” He held her gaze. “Without that, I’m as much a danger to you and Nora as Stark is.”

Her eyes searched his. “And if you can’t come back? If you’re caught?”

Or if the transformation became permanent, he could see she wanted to ask, but didn’t.

“I’ll come back. However I can.”

Amara stepped closer, resting her forehead against his chest. “I miss Emberdale.”

“I know.” He wrapped his arms around her, drawing her close. The familiar scent of herbs clung to her hair—rosemary and lavender from her work in the sanctuary’s healing house. For a moment, he allowed himself to simply hold her, to memorize the feeling of her against him.

But in Emberdale, they weren’t like this. They’d needed to leave to become what they’d been playing at while there.

“Papa?”

They separated as Nora appeared in the doorway of her small room, her nightgown hanging to her ankles, her dark hair loose around her shoulders. Her eyes moved from Callen to the packed bag.

“You’re leaving,” she said.

Callen knelt, opening his arms. “Come here, little spark.”

Nora ran to him, her small body colliding with his as she threw herself into his embrace. He lifted her easily, settling her on his lap as he sat on the edge of the bench near the hearth.

“Yes,” he said softly against her hair. “Just for a little while.”

Nora pulled back slightly, her small hands on his shoulders. “Is it because of the dragon dreams?”

Callen glanced at Amara, whose slight nod confirmed what he suspected—Nora had been having visions of her own, likely connected to his growing abilities and her own developing talents.

“Partly,” he admitted. “I need to learn more about my connection to the dragon, about the power that sometimes changes me.”

“Like I’m learning to control my fire,” Nora said.

“Exactly like that.” Callen smiled. “There’s a place that has books and knowledge about people like me—Dragon Singers, they were called. I need to find that knowledge if I’m going to help the dragon.”

Nora’s expression grew serious. “And the others?”

The question caught him off guard. “Others?”

“The other dragons,” she said, as if it were obvious. “The ones that are sleeping.”

Callen exchanged a look with Amara, whose surprise mirrored his own. “What do you know about other dragons, Nora?”

She shrugged, the gesture disarmingly casual for such a momentous claim. “I see them sometimes, when I’m dreaming. They’re sleeping in mountains like ours, but far away.” Her eyes fixed on his, suddenly intense beyond her years. “Promise me you’ll come back, Papa. Promise you won’t let the scales make you forget us.”

Callen’s throat tightened. He pulled her closer, resting his chin atop her head. “I promise, little spark. Nothing could make me forget you and your mother. Not scales, not dragons, not anything.”

“Do you swear?” she pressed, her small voice determined. “By fire and mountain?”

The traditional Pyrin oath of binding caught him by surprise. Elder Shendra must have been teaching her more than just fire control.

“By fire and mountain,” he repeated solemnly. “I swear I will return to you both.”

Nora nodded, seemingly satisfied, and nestled closer against his chest. “Will you be back for the autumn celebration?” she asked. “Elder Shendra said I might be able to join the fire dance this year.”

“I’ll do everything I can,” Callen promised, still holding her securely in his lap.

After a moment, she wiggled free and darted to her small room. “Wait here,” she called over her shoulder.

Amara moved to stand beside him, her hand coming to rest on his shoulder. “She’s been working on something since your transformation became more frequent,” she explained quietly. “With Elder Shendra’s guidance.”

When Nora returned, she carried a small wooden box that Callen recognized as one he’d carved for her in Emberdale. She set it carefully on the table and opened it to reveal the woven bracelet she’d given him before, now altered.

“I need to fix it,” she announced, taking his wrist where the original bracelet still rested. With careful fingers, she untied it and laid it flat. “It needs to be stronger.”

From the box, she removed three small copper beads, each slightly different in shape. Holding the first between thumb and forefinger, she closed her eyes in concentration. A tiny flame flickered to life around the bead, so controlled and precise that it didn’t even singe her fingers. The copper glowed briefly, then cooled, now bearing a faint, shimmering pattern that hadn’t been there before.

Nora repeated the process with the other two beads, each time focusing intently, her small face a study in determination. When she finished, all three beads glowed with an inner warmth that Callen could feel even before she threaded them onto the bracelet.

“Three flames,” she explained as she worked. “One for remembering.” She pointed to the first bead. “One for finding your way home.” The second. “And one for fighting the scales when they try to take over.” The third, slightly larger than the others.

She tied the bracelet around his wrist once more, double-knotting it securely. The copper beads settled against his pulse point, their warmth pulsing in rhythm with his heartbeat. He could feel the drift in them—a small portion of Nora’s own energy, carefully contained and focused.

“Thank you,” he said, his voice rougher than he intended. “I’ll keep it with me always.”

Amara approached, kneeling beside them. From her pocket, she withdrew a small clay jar sealed with wax.

“This is for when the scales appear,” she said quietly, pressing it into his hand. “I’ve been experimenting with formulations that might help ease the transformation—or reverse it, if necessary.” Her fingers brushed his as she transferred the jar. “The alchemists helped me refine it. It contains essence of dragon lily and mountain sage, infused with drift particles from the sanctuary springs.”

Callen looked down at the small container, understanding the significance. “You think it will work on dragon scales?”

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “But I’ve tested it on the sample scales you shed after your last transformation. It seemed to soften them, make them more receptive to reversion.” She met his eyes. “It might give you more control, at least.”

He tucked the jar carefully into his inner pocket. “Thank you.”

Amara stepped forward, placing a hand on Nora’s shoulder. “Time for bed, little one. Papa has preparations to make.”

After Nora ran off to get ready for bed, Amara stared into the flames. “If my father was studying dragon lore for decades, if he was interested in Nora because of some potential he saw in her…”

“It’s possible he may have recognized something in your family line that led him to his obsession with dragons.”

“And I never knew,” Amara said. “All those years, watching him collect artifacts, listening to his stories. I never knew.” She looked up at Callen, her eyes reflecting the firelight. “What if he was preparing for this all along? What if everything—my marriage to Kiran, Nora’s birth—was part of some grand experiment?”

Callen took her hand. “Not everything,” he said firmly. “Whatever plans your father had, they didn’t account for choices freely made. Your love for Kiran, for Nora—those were real. Our family now, that’s real.”

Amara’s fingers tightened around his. “When will you leave?”

“Tonight,” Callen said. “After the sanctuary settles. The fewer who know the exact time, the better.” He didn’t mention his suspicion that Thorne might have agents watching for his departure, ready to report his every move to the council. “I’ve been studying the maps,” he said, moving to the table where several parchments lay unrolled. “There are three possible routes to the archives.” He traced the first path with his finger. “The main road through Dasosh—fastest but most exposed to Black Veil patrols.”

He moved to the second route. “The western forest path—slower but better concealed. If we encounter resistance on the main road, we’ll divert here.” His finger tapped a junction point marked with a faded X.

“And the third?” Amara asked, studying the maps intently.

“The mountain pass,” Callen replied, indicating a narrow trail that wound through the northern peaks. “Treacherous terrain, but virtually unknown to Black Veil forces. If both primary routes are compromised, this will be our contingency.” He’d marked each alternative with different symbols—a circle for the main route, a triangle for the forest path, and a square for the mountain pass.

“Three paths,” Amara murmured. “Like Nora’s three beads.”

“I hadn’t thought of that,” Callen said, a slight smile touching his lips. “But perhaps it’s fitting.”

They spent the remaining hours in quiet preparation. Amara packed healing herbs and salves while Callen sharpened his weapons and checked his gear one final time. As midnight neared, they stood at the cottage door, the moment of departure upon them.

“I’ll send word when I can,” Callen said, pulling her close one last time. “Through Frinna’s network, if possible.”

Amara’s hands framed his face. “Remember what you are,” she whispered. “Not just the Nightshade, not just a Dragon Singer, but Callen. The man who chose us. The man who saved us.” She kissed him then, a gesture both tender and fierce.

When they parted, Callen touched his forehead to hers. “I will come back to you,” he promised. “To both of you.”

He pulled a folded parchment from his belt pouch and placed it beside the maps. “Just in case...” he hesitated, then continued. “If something happens and I can’t return, this contains instructions for reaching Frinna. She has resources that can get you and Nora to safety beyond Stark’s reach.”

The letter contained more than that—his thoughts, his feelings, things he found difficult to say aloud—but Amara didn’t need to know that unless the worst came to pass.

She touched the sealed parchment, her fingers tracing the wax impression of his Nightshade ring. “We won’t need this,” she said firmly. “But thank you.”

With that, he shouldered his pack and slipped into the night, moving silently through the sanctuary’s shadowed paths. The scaled sword at his hip hummed faintly, responding to his heightened emotions and the drift that flowed through him. Nora’s bracelet warmed against his wrist, a reminder of what he fought to protect.

An anchor.

Callen hoped it didn’t come to him needing an anchor. If he did, he didn’t know if something like that would be enough to bring him back.

He took a circuitous route, avoiding the main paths where night patrols might spot him. The eastern gate would be his exit point—less heavily guarded than the northern entrance, with better cover in the forested slopes beyond. As he approached, staying to the shadows, he sensed a presence ahead—someone waiting, the drift pattern familiar and surprisingly controlled.

“Commander,” he said quietly, stepping into a patch of moonlight.

Lysara emerged from the shadows beside the gate, arms crossed over her leather armor. Unlike Callen, she made no attempt at stealth—this was her sanctuary, after all.

“Nightshade,” she said. “I thought you might choose tonight.”

“The council approves of me leaving?” Callen asked, though he doubted that was the case.

A thin smile crossed Lysara’s scarred face. “Let’s say I’m exercising commander’s discretion. The council is divided on what you think you must do.”

“Thorne believes I’m a threat.”

“Thorne believes in protecting the sanctuary by any means necessary,” Lysara corrected. “As do I. We simply disagree on methods.” She studied him. “Your mission has merit, despite the risks. The knowledge in those archives could be crucial, not just for you but for our understanding of what Stark plans.”

Callen nodded. “I’d planned to go alone.”

“I know,” Lysara said. “But I’d rather not send you unaccompanied.” She turned slightly, signaling to someone in the darkness behind her.

Elhan stepped forward, travel gear already prepared, his curved Pyrin blade strapped across his back. His expression remained neutral as he met Callen’s gaze.

“Two can move more quickly than a larger group,” Lysara explained. “And Elhan knows Black Veil routines from his time tracking them. His Pyrin abilities may also prove useful if you encounter resistance.”

Callen glanced at Elhan, searching for signs of reluctance or resentment. The Pyrin man had come far in accepting Callen since their mission to the northern outpost, but this was different—a dangerous infiltration into the heart of Black Veil territory.

“Are you sure about this?” Callen asked him directly.

Elhan adjusted the strap of his pack. “No,” he admitted. “But Stark owes debts to more than just you, Nightshade. Ashen Valley’s dead still cry for justice.” He paused. “And if the archives truly contain knowledge of Dragon Singers, that legacy belongs to all who value balance—including the Pyrin.”

It was a more honest answer than Callen had expected, and perhaps more reassuring knowing that he shared.

There was merit in having someone else along. Callen really only trusted Amara to watch his back, but Elhan had proven himself. That had value.

Have I proved myself to him?

Perhaps this would give him that chance, as well.

“All right,” Callen said with a nod. He turned back to Lysara. “We’ll send word when possible.”

“How long do you think you’ll need?”

“Three days to reach Dasosh if we push hard,” he said. The city was to the west, and from there, it provided the easiest path to the training grounds. “And week or so beyond that.”

She nodded. “Our intelligence suggests Stark took most of his forces north, so hopefully security will be at a minimum. You’ll need to move quickly.”

“I know,” Callen said. He’d spent years living within those walls, learning every passage and protocol. Knowledge that would now serve a purpose he’d never imagined when he’d first walked through the Black Veil grounds as a recruit.

Lysara stepped aside, gesturing to the gate. “May fortune favor you both,” she said formally. “And may you return with what we need.”

With a final nod, Callen moved past her, Elhan falling into step beside him. The gate guards—clearly instructed by Lysara beforehand—opened the small side passage without question, allowing them to slip into the mountain night beyond the sanctuary’s protection.

They descended swiftly through the forested slopes, following game trails that would leave minimal signs of their passage. For the first hour, neither spoke, focusing instead on putting distance between themselves and the sanctuary. Only when they reached the stream marking the outer valley boundary did Elhan break the silence.

“You realize Thorne will know we’ve gone by morning,” he said, his voice low as they paused to fill their water skins.

“I counted on it,” Callen replied. “But he won’t send anyone after us—not with Stark’s forces potentially moving in the north. The sanctuary needs every defender it can muster.”

Elhan studied him in the moonlight. “You’re confident we can access these archives in the heart of Black Veil territory?”

“I know ways in that aren’t on any map,” Callen said. “Passages I used when I needed to move unobserved. It was part of my training. Stark saw to it that I knew those grounds as well as anyone. If we’re careful, I—we—can reach the archives without confrontation.”

“And if we’re not careful?”

Callen’s hand moved to his scaled sword. “Then we deal with whatever comes as necessary.”

They continued in silence, following the eastern path that would eventually connect with the main road to the capital. The night deepened around them, clouds obscuring the stars and moon, leaving them in near-complete darkness. Callen’s sense of the drift guided them, detecting uneven terrain before they stumbled upon them.

When they reached a bend in the path where it curved around a massive boulder, Callen sensed another presence ahead—waiting, perfectly still, the drift controlled but recognizable to his enhanced perception.

He raised a hand, signaling Elhan to stop.

“Someone’s there,” he murmured.

Elhan’s hand moved to his blade. “Black Veil?”

“No,” Callen said, extending his awareness. “Elder Shendra.”

As if summoned by his recognition, the Pyrin elder stepped from the shadows beyond the boulder. Despite her age, she moved with surprising grace, a walking staff in one hand and a small travel pack on her shoulders. Her silver-streaked hair was bound in a tight braid, and she wore traveling clothes of muted browns and grays rather than her usual Pyrin robes.

“I wondered when you two would arrive,” she said, her voice carrying in the still night. “I expected you an hour ago.”

Elhan’s surprise matched Callen’s own. “Elder,” he said, inclining his head respectfully. “Why are you here?”

“For the same reason you are, young one,” she replied, her eyes finding Callen’s in the darkness. “Knowledge lost must be reclaimed. The archives beneath the Black Veil holding contain not just Dragon Singer lore, but ancient Pyrin wisdom as well—texts stolen generations ago when our temples fell.”

Callen frowned. “The journey will be dangerous. And three are harder to conceal than two.”

A smile creased Shendra’s weathered face. “Perhaps. But I’ve walked these lands for nearly seven decades, Nightshade. I know paths you’ve never dreamed of, shortcuts through territories the Black Veil avoid.” She tapped her staff against the ground. “More importantly, I can read the ancient script. Can either of you decipher texts written in Dragon Singer runes or Old Pyrin?”

The question required no answer. Callen had seen such runes in the Baron’s journal, incomprehensible to him. Having an interpreter would be invaluable, if they could get her safely to the archives.

“The sanctuary needs your guidance,” Callen said, making one final attempt. “Nora’s training⁠—”

“Others can guide Nora’s fire training,” Shendra interrupted. “If you find what you seek, you’ll need me to understand it fully. And there is another reason. The Dragon Singer legacy is intertwined with Pyrin history. If Stark seeks to draw the dragon or perhaps more”—she watched him, as if searching to see if he would admit that Stark might be after more dragons—“then you may need even more help than you realize.”

Callen considered. Adding Shendra to their group increased the risk of detection, but her knowledge could prove crucial once they reached the archives. And if she truly knew alternative routes to the capital, it might be best that she come.

“Very well,” he said. “But we follow my lead when we reach the Black Veil lands. One mistake there could be fatal.”

Shendra nodded. “Agreed. Now, we should continue. Dawn will break in a few hours, and we should be well away from these mountains by then.”

As they resumed their journey, now three instead of two, Callen felt the weight of responsibility settle more heavily upon him. He had expected to undertake this mission alone, risking only his own life. Now he led two others into danger—one a former enemy turned reluctant ally, the other an elder whose wisdom might be the sanctuary’s greatest treasure.

The night enfolded them as they descended further from the mountain paths, leaving the safety of the sanctuary behind. Ahead lay territories increasingly under Black Veil control, and beyond that, the heart of the Black Veil training, a place Callen had thought he wouldn’t see again. Somewhere in its depths lay knowledge that might save them all—if they could reach it in time.


Chapter Sixteen


ECHOES IN THE MOUNTAINS


Callen, Elhan, and Shendra had been traveling for hours, following narrow game trails that wound through the dense forest. They’d made good progress through the night, putting several miles between themselves and the sanctuary. Now, as daylight spread across the land, they needed to be more cautious. With every step he took, there was a part of Callen that felt the steady draw away from everything that he wanted, but in order for him to have the peace and family he’d claimed, he would have to be the Nightshade one more time.

“We should rest soon,” Shendra said, her voice steady despite the challenging pace they’d maintained. For her age, Callen couldn’t help but think that she moved with remarkable endurance. “Traveling by day increases our risk of detection. At least until we can get into other areas that I know that will shield us better.”

Callen nodded, his sense of the drift extended outward, scanning for any disturbances in the natural patterns of the forest. So far, they’d encountered nothing unusual, but the further they traveled from the sanctuary, the closer they came to territories where Black Veil patrols might roam.

“There’s a sheltered ravine ahead,” Callen said. “We can rest there until dusk.”

Elhan, who had been scouting slightly ahead, returned with a grim expression. “Movement to the north,” he reported. “A patrol, I think. Moving fast along the ridge trail.”

Callen extended his awareness in the direction Elhan indicated. His sense of the drift detected multiple figures—at least four, possibly more—moving quickly.

“Four of them,” Callen said. “I can’t tell much more about them.”

That could just be because it was the extent of his ability, but it could be that they had some way of masking what they were doing. If so, they would have to be even more careful. Callen had grown comfortable with the drift revealing dangers, but comfort could bring complacency.

“Are they heading toward the sanctuary?” Elhan asked.

Callen shook his head. “No. They’re moving east, parallel to our path but higher up. They seem to be in a hurry.”

“Messengers, perhaps,” Shendra suggested.

“Whatever they’re doing, we should avoid them.”

He suspected he could dispatch them if it came down to it, but Callen didn’t want to have to do that. Better to let them pass, allow them to report wherever they were going, so that they didn’t draw attention to their presence.

Elhan gestured to the map he carried. “We could move faster if we took the direct route through the valley below. It would put us a day ahead of schedule.”

“No,” Shendra said firmly. “That path is too exposed. The Black Veil have outposts along that route.”

“We can move at night,” Elhan argued. “The faster we reach the archives, the sooner we return to the sanctuary.”

Shendra shook her head. “Patience, young one. Speed means nothing if we’re captured.”

“And caution means nothing if Stark succeeds while we creep through the shadows,” Elhan countered, his voice rising slightly.

Callen raised a hand for silence. “The patrol is changing direction,” he warned. “They’re heading toward us now.”

They altered their course, descending deeper into the forest where the thick canopy provided better concealment. The terrain grew more challenging—steep slopes, fallen trees, and dense undergrowth that slowed their progress. The sound of voices carried on the wind—Black Veil soldiers, their voices carrying a harsh edge that Callen recognized from his years of training.

“They’re too close,” he whispered. “We need cover, now.”

Shendra’s eyes scanned the rocky slope to their right. “There,” she said quietly, pointing to what appeared to be a natural formation of stone. “An old Pyrin shelter.”

What had seemed mere rocks revealed itself, under Shendra’s guidance, to be a cleverly disguised entrance. Weathered stones had been arranged to appear random to untrained eyes, but Shendra moved directly to a specific rock, pressing against it in a particular way. A narrow opening appeared, barely wide enough for them to slip through one at a time.

“Quickly,” she urged, ushering them inside.

The passage beyond was dark and tight, forcing them to crawl on hands and knees for several yards before it opened into a small chamber carved from the living stone of the mountain. Faint light filtered through tiny cracks in the ceiling, just enough to make out their surroundings once their eyes adjusted.

“What is this place?” Callen asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

“A traveler’s refuge,” Shendra replied. “One of many our ancestors built throughout these mountains. The Black Veil never found most of them.”

Outside, the patrol’s voices grew louder, the crunch of boots on forest debris approaching their hiding place.

Elhan’s hand moved to his weapon, but Shendra shook her head in warning. She made a subtle gesture, pointing to strange symbols carved into the stone walls—ancient Pyrin runes that seemed to pulse faintly in the dim light.

“Don’t move,” she mouthed silently.

The footsteps stopped directly above them. Dust sifted down through the cracks as the patrol moved across the rocks that concealed the chamber’s entrance.

“Spread out,” a voice ordered. “The scouts reported movement in this area. Could be Pyrin sympathizers or sanctuary fugitives.”

“Yes, Commander,” another voice replied. “What about the ruins up ahead?”

“We’ll check those too.”

The patrol moved on, searching the area thoroughly. Inside the hidden chamber, the three companions remained perfectly still, barely breathing. Callen extended the drift, sensing the patrol’s movements above them. Four Black Veil soldiers, heavily armed and moving with the efficiency he remembered from his own training.

One paused directly above their hiding spot, boots visible through a small crack in the stone ceiling. Dust and small pebbles rained down as the soldier shifted position. For a long, tense moment, it seemed as if they might be discovered.

They waited in tense silence as the patrol completed their search and moved on, voices fading into the distance. Only when Callen confirmed they were truly gone did they allow themselves to relax slightly.

“We should wait here until nightfall,” Shendra said. “They may circle back.”

Elhan looked skeptical. “We’re losing time.”

“Better to lose time than our lives,” she replied sharply.

By midmorning, they reached a narrow stream cutting through a rocky ravine.

“We’ll rest here,” Callen decided, setting down his pack. “Take what sleep you can. We’ll continue at dusk.”

While Elhan secured the perimeter, Shendra studied their surroundings with a critical eye. “This valley has history,” she observed. “It was once part of Pyrin territory.”

Callen looked around with renewed interest. “How far did Pyrin lands extend?”

“All of this,” Shendra replied, settling on a flat stone near the stream. “For generations, these mountains and the plains beyond belonged to my people.” She gestured to the weathered rocks, the trees. “There are still signs for those who know where to look. Hidden markers, places of gathering long abandoned.”

She pointed to a collection of rock further in the valley, though they looked nothing unusual. “Places that we once considered significant, or our ancestors did. The Lord Regent’s forces pushed us back, claiming territory piece by piece. Your Black Veil grounds stand on what was once our greatest temple of learning.”

“I never knew.” The Black Veil had always spoken of how that places had stood forever, a monument to the order’s strength. “They built over your sacred sites.”

“Not just built over them,” Shendra said. “I think what they did is worse, in some ways. They buried our knowledge, claimed our history as their own. What you seek in those archives was taken from my people as much as it was hidden from yours.”

As they established a small camp. No fire—too risky—but they shared dried meat and hard bread from their packs. After eating, Elhan volunteered for first watch, moving to a position where he could observe the ravine’s entrance.

“You should rest,” Shendra told Callen. “You’ll need your strength.”

But rather than settling down, Callen drew his scaled sword, laying it across his knees as he had during his training sessions. “I need to practice while I can,” he said. “The better my control, the safer our journey.”

Shendra studied him for a moment before nodding. “Very well. Let us use this time wisely.” She moved to sit opposite him, her weathered hands resting on her knees. “Focus on your connection to the blade first. Then we’ll work on extending your awareness farther than before.”

Callen closed his eyes, his breathing slowing as he centered his awareness on the sword. The drift within the metal responded immediately, humming with energy that matched his heartbeat. In the days of training with Shendra, he’d grown more adept at directing this energy, creating patterns that flowed through the blade.

“Good,” Shendra murmured, observing the faint blue glow that began to emanate from the scale pattern along the sword’s edge. “Now, extend your awareness along the ravine. Follow the natural the drift beneath us, but maintain your anchor to the physical world.”

Callen did as instructed, allowing his sense of the drift to flow outward. The sensation carried his awareness farther than he’d managed before, at least without having the dragon egg fragment that had activated additional power for him, revealing the landscape in ways his physical senses could not.

“I can sense the landscape,” he said, his voice distant as he concentrated. “There are two main valleys ahead. One leads east toward Dasosh, the other north.”

“The northern valley would take us toward the mountains where Stark has gone,” Shendra said. “These ancient pathways connect the old Pyrin sites. Our ancestors chose these routes carefully.”

Callen followed the eastern pathway with his awareness. “There’s something. A disturbance ahead. Many people. A settlement.”

“A village on our path?” Shendra asked.

“I think so.” Callen hadn’t realized there would be a village in this direction. But then he hadn’t spent much time scouting this far into these lands. Those in the sanctuary hadn’t wanted him, in particular, to venture too far.

“We’ll need to avoid it,” she said.

Callen was about to withdraw his awareness when he felt something else—a flicker at the very edge of his perception. The dragon, which seemed to send a stronger sense through him than what he’d felt before.

Without conscious decision, he reached for that presence, extending his awareness beyond the limits he’d managed so far. The connection formed more easily than before, snapping into place like two pieces of a puzzle.

Images flooded his mind: snow-covered peaks, vast white expanses, ruins rising from ice. The same northern site he’d glimpsed before, but now the dragon circled it more intently, its perception allowing Callen to see details he’d missed. Soldiers moved among the ruins, their forms tiny from the dragon’s height. At the center of the complex stood a structure similar to the temple they’d destroyed, but intact.

And there was something else—a sense of anticipation, of waiting. The sense came from the dragon, one that left Callen marveling that he could feel it at all. The dragon wasn’t attacking, wasn’t fleeing, but observing with careful deliberation. Watching for something. Or someone.

Callen pushed deeper into the connection, trying to understand what the dragon sought. As he did, he felt a strange resistance—not the difficulty of maintaining the link, but something more deliberate. The dragon was pushing back.

Pain lanced through him as the scales began to form along his arms, spreading more rapidly than before. Unlike his controlled experiments with Shendra, this transformation felt different—aggressive, demanding. The scales covered his forearms, then his shoulders, moving across his chest. His vision sharpened painfully, colors intensifying to near-blinding brightness.

“Callen,” Shendra’s voice seemed to come from a great distance. “You’re going too deep. Pull back.”

Callen struggled to withdraw, to sever the connection that was pulling him deeper into the dragon’s consciousness. He reached for his anchor—the sword, the physical world, his memories of Amara and Nora—but the transformation continued unchecked. Power surged through him, wild and demanding.

Through the haze of transformation, he felt Nora’s bracelet warm against his wrist—the copper beads heated with the fire energy she’d imbued.

He focused on that warmth, trying to use it as an anchor.

But everything through him was too much. Too strong. And Callen couldn’t pull away.

Then, abruptly, everything changed.

The dragon’s consciousness slammed against his own—not joining but separating, forcing him back. It was like being struck by a physical blow, the connection between them suddenly severed by the dragon’s will.

Callen gasped, doubling over as the scales receded, leaving his skin burning with phantom pain. The sword dropped from his lap to the ground, its glow fading.

“What happened?” Elhan asked.

Shendra knelt beside Callen, her expression troubled.

“The dragon. It pushed me away,” he said.

“The dragon rejected the connection?” she asked. “I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

Callen struggled to catch his breath, the feeling of rejection still burning through him. “It pushed me out,” he managed, his voice raw. “It didn’t want me there.”

“Dragons do not sever their bonds,” Shendra said, helping Callen to a sitting position. “Once joined to a Singer, they remain connected. That is what is known about them.”

“Why would it do that?” Elhan asked, his hand hovering near his weapon as if expecting danger.

Callen shook his head, still trying to make sense of what had happened. “It’s protecting something,” he said as the realization formed. “Or protecting me from something. Whatever Stark is doing at that northern site… the dragon doesn’t want me to see it. Or be part of it.”

“It is more reason to reach the archives quickly,” Shendra said. “If Stark has found a way to interfere with the dragon-singer bond, or if he’s attempting something that even the dragon fears…” She didn’t finish the thought, but her concern was clear.

“I know.” It was all he could say.

They rested through the remainder of the day, though Callen found sleep elusive. The feeling of that pressure lingered, the way the dragon had forced him away, a hollow ache that went beyond physical pain. He tried reaching for the dragon again, but it proved elusive—and difficult. Eventually, he abandoned his attempts. Doing so only left him with a throbbing headache.

By dusk, they were moving again, following Shendra’s guidance along paths that avoided the village Callen had sensed. Their journey took them through increasingly cultivated lands as they approached Dasosh. Fields replaced forests, and they had to move more carefully to avoid being seen by local farmers. The presence of Lord Regent Vanish’s soldiers also increased—patrols along major roads, checkpoints at river crossings.

“The Lord Regent has tightened his grip since we last traveled these lands,” Shendra observed as they watched a patrol pass along a road below their position.

“Probably because Stark told him the Ashen Oath have been moving these lands.”

“Fear spreads. And where it does comes violence,” Shendra said softly.

Three days into their journey, they made camp in an abandoned barn near the outskirts of Dasosh. From their vantage point on a gentle rise, the city sprawled before them—a formidable sight that had grown since Callen had last seen it, though it had been years.

Ancient granite walls, weathered by centuries, now stood reinforced with newer stonework, darker and less worn. Wooden scaffolding clung to the eastern fortifications where workers raised the walls higher. Atop the completed sections, soldiers in the Lord Regent’s colors patrolled in pairs, crossbows strapped to their backs.

Beyond the walls, Dasosh’s tiered architecture rose toward the center—humble clay-roofed dwellings near the perimeter giving way to taller stone buildings and finally the angular spires of the merchant quarter. The Regent’s keep dominated the highest point. Smoke from countless chimneys created a haze that hung over the city.

A steady stream of wagons approached the main gate, where guards inspected each one thoroughly. Merchants and farmers waited in long queues, some shifting impatiently while others kept their heads down, clearly accustomed to the heightened scrutiny. From the southern gate, a patrol of mounted soldiers emerged, their armor gleaming as they fanned out along the road.

“The city’s changed,” Elhan said, his eyes narrowing at the military presence. “More soldiers than traders now.”

“The city’s expanded,” Callen noted. “New fortifications all over it.”

“Your Lord Regent has been pushing against Pyrin territories for months. Our people report increased aggression along the borders.”

As night deepened, Callen took watch, positioning himself where he could observe both the city and the road leading to their shelter. His sense of the drift extended outward, scanning for any approaching danger. The countryside seemed quiet, the natural rhythms of nocturnal creatures undisturbed.

Until something shifted.

A subtle dissonance touched the edge of his awareness—movement where there should be none, carefully controlled to avoid detection. Not the heavy tread of soldiers, but the deliberate stealth of someone trained to move unseen.

Callen focused on the disturbance, filtering out other sensations to isolate this single anomaly. There—approaching from the west, following their trail with disturbing precision. A single figure, moving steadily.

He woke Elhan with a touch, signaling for silence. “Someone’s following us,” he whispered. “One person, coming from the direction of the sanctuary.”

Elhan reached for his weapon. “Black Veil?”

“I don’t think so,” Callen replied, extending his senses again. “The pattern is familiar, but I can’t place it.”

“Wake the elder,” Elhan advised. “We should move.”

But as Callen turned to rouse Shendra, his sense of the drift detected another shift—the follower had changed direction, circling to approach from the north instead. Whoever it was knew they’d been detected.

“Too late,” Callen said, drawing his scaled sword. “They know we’re aware of them.”

The blade hummed in his hand, responding to his tension. He positioned himself between the barn’s entrance and where Shendra slept, Elhan moving to flank him. They waited, senses straining to detect their visitor’s approach.

Minutes stretched in tense silence. Then, a shadow moved at the edge of Callen’s awareness, retreating rather than advancing.

“They’ve pulled back,” Callen said, extending his senses further. “Watching, not attacking.”

By now, Shendra had awakened, rising silently to join them. “What is it?” she asked.

“Someone’s been trailing us,” Elhan explained. “Skilled enough to follow undetected for some time.”

“Black Veil?” she asked.

Callen shook his head. “I don’t know. The pattern is different, but familiar somehow. It could be Black Veil, but…”

He left unsaid that it could be one who’d been transformed by Stark’s work.

“We can’t stay here,” Elhan said. “If they’ve tracked us this far, they could bring others.”

Shendra looked over to Callen. “The city offers anonymity,” she suggested. “Crowds to disappear into, information to gather.”

“Not a bad idea. It would be a place to lose whoever’s following us,” Callen said. “We can enter separately through different gates, meet at the arranged location.”

“Dasosh will be heavily patrolled,” Elhan warned. “Like Ironvale. The Lord Regent’s forces will be watching for Pyrin sympathizers.”

“Then we will be pilgrims,” Shendra said. “Travelers seeking the blessing of the city temple. An old woman and her protective escorts. Which would be even better as it means we don’t have to split up.”

They spent the next hour preparing, changing clothing arrangements and creating simple disguises. Callen wrapped his scaled sword carefully in cloth, concealing its distinctive pattern. Elhan smudged dirt on his copper-toned skin to dull the distinctive Pyrin features. Shendra tested her own disguise, adopting the stooped posture of someone much older and frailer than herself.

As dawn approached, they slipped away from the barn. The feeling of being watched persisted, but their follower remained at a distance, unwilling or unable to close in. Callen guided through the early morning mist, his senses alert for pursuit.

Whoever their shadow was, they were patient and skilled—qualities that made them all the more dangerous. But the city awaited, with its crowds and secrets, a place to disappear and regroup.

And perhaps, to discover who exactly was on their trail, and why.


Chapter Seventeen


CITY OF SHADOWS


The eastern gate of Dasosh loomed before them, weathered stones darkened and forming a pattern. Compared to Callen’s last visit years ago, the fortifications had been significantly reinforced—new stonework interspersed with the old, creating a patchwork of defense that spoke of hasty preparation rather than careful planning.

“Remember,” Callen said as they approached the guards, “we’re pilgrims visiting the Temple of the Ascending Light.”

Shendra leaned heavily on her walking staff, her posture stooped and frail—a performance so convincing that Callen sometimes forgot it was an act. Her silver-streaked hair had been covered with a simple linen shawl, dulling its distinctive sheen. Elhan walked beside her, one hand supporting her elbow, his Pyrin features muted by carefully applied dirt and the shadow of a traveler’s hood.

Callen led them toward the gate, trying to look like a man escorting his elderly mother on a religious journey. The scaled sword remained wrapped in cloth and secured across his back like a common traveler’s blade, indistinguishable from the weapons carried by other travelers.

The line of people waiting to enter moved slowly as guards questioned each arrival. When they finally reached the front, a guard with a captain’s insignia regarded them with suspicion.

“Business in Dasosh?” he asked, his hand resting casually on his sword hilt.

“Pilgrimage to the temple, sir,” Callen replied, keeping his eyes lowered. “My mother’s health is failing. She wishes to receive the blessing before winter arrives.”

The captain’s gaze lingered on Elhan, whose hood had slipped slightly. “Your companion?”

“My cousin,” Callen said. “He journeys with us to ensure my mother’s safety.”

The captain stepped closer to Callen, studying his face with narrowed eyes. Callen felt a chill run through him as recognition seemed to flicker in the guard’s expression.

“Have we met before?” the captain asked, his voice hardening. “You look familiar.”

“I doubt it, sir,” Callen replied, forcing his voice to remain steady. “I’m just a simple craftsman from Balwood Valley.”

The captain continued to stare, his scrutiny becoming increasingly uncomfortable. “Worked the eastern road patrol for years. I remember faces. Yours is⁠—”

Suddenly, Shendra collapsed to the ground with a convincing cry of pain, clutching at her chest.

“Mother!” Callen exclaimed, dropping to his knees beside her. “What’s wrong?”

“My heart,” she gasped, her performance flawless as she trembled and wheezed. “The medicine... in my pack...”

The commotion drew the attention of everyone nearby, including the captain, whose focus immediately shifted from Callen to the distressed old woman.

“Does she need a healer?” he asked, his suspicion momentarily forgotten in the face of a potential medical emergency.

“No,” Callen said quickly. “This happens sometimes. She just needs her herbs.” He fumbled in Shendra’s pack, producing a small cloth pouch that she had prepared for just such a diversion.

As Callen helped Shendra drink from a water skin mixed with the herbs, the captain grew impatient.

Shendra coughed, a fragile, rattling sound that drew the captain’s attention. “Please,” she said, her voice quavering. “These old bones cannot stand in the cold much longer.”

The captain studied them a moment longer before nodding curtly. “Temple pilgrims pay double the entrance fee this season. Lord Regent’s orders.”

“Double?” Callen feigned concern. “But we’ve traveled far⁠—”

“Double,” the captain repeated, “or return from where you came.”

Callen sighed, reaching for the small pouch at his belt and counting out the required coins. The fee was extortionate—clearly designed to limit access to the city. He wondered what the Lord Regent intended in doing so.

“Your weapons will be peace-bound,” another guard said, approaching with lengths of cord. “City ordinance.”

They submitted to having their weapons tied into their sheath. It was really only a symbolic gesture that would slow but not prevent drawing a blade. Callen noted how the guards performed the task perfunctorily, their attention more focused on those waiting behind them.

As they passed through the gate, Callen’s sense of the drift extended outward, searching for any sign of their mysterious follower. The city’s energy patterns swirled around him—thousands of lives, each with their own resonant signature, creating a cacophony that threatened to overwhelm his senses.

“Anything?” Elhan asked.

“Too many people,” he said. “If our pursuer is here, they’re lost in the crowd.”

Elhan nodded, his gaze sweeping the streets ahead. “Dasosh has changed,” he said quietly. “Last year it was crowded, yes, but not like this.”

Callen saw what he meant immediately. The narrow streets beyond the gate teemed with people, but the atmosphere had shifted from the bustling trade hub he remembered. Soldiers in the Lord Regent’s colors patrolled in pairs, hands never far from their weapons. Merchants hawked their wares with subdued voices, often glancing nervously at passing patrols. Refugees huddled in alleyways, their belongings piled beside them, their expressions haunted.

“The war against Pyrin pushes people from their homes,” Shendra said, dropping her frail persona when no guards were near. “Many flee here thinking Dasosh offers safety.”

They made their way deeper into the city, following the winding streets toward the central market. The tiered architecture of Dasosh created natural districts—the lower slopes housing poorer quarters and workshops, the middle tiers filled with merchant homes and guildhalls, and the upper city dominated by noble residences and government buildings.

As they passed a narrow alley, Callen noticed a flash of copper—a small symbol barely visible, etched into the stone wall at knee height. A rising flame.

Elhan had seen it too. “Pyrin mark,” he said. “Recent.”

Shendra nodded slightly. “Our people maintain networks in most cities. The mark indicates a safe house nearby.”

They continued through the crowded streets, Callen now noticing similar marks at occasional intervals—small, easily overlooked by those not knowing what to seek, but forming a subtle map for those who understood their meaning. He’d not known about such things before, even when he’d been with the Black Veil. Have such consistency suggested the resistance was better organized than he’d ever realized, even after months spent with them.

The drift of the city pressed against Callen’s senses. He filtered through the patterns, searching for anything unusual, any hint of their pursuer. But the sheer volume of humanity made fine distinctions impossible.

As they turned onto a wider avenue leading toward the temple district, a commotion ahead drew their attention. A crowd had gathered, voices shouting in anger and fear. Soldiers surrounded a small group of people kneeling in the street, hands bound behind them.

“Keep moving,” Elhan said. “Nothing we can do.”

But Callen slowed his pace, drawn by the drift patterns emanating from the scene—fear, certainly, but also a controlled fury that felt familiar.

“Pyrin sympathizers,” a nearby merchant whispered to his neighbor. “The fourth group this week. They say Lord Regent’s forces found them sheltering fugitives.”

As they watched from a safe distance, another soldier in a dark jacket approached the captives. When he removed his glove to grasp one of the captives’ faces, Callen caught a glimpse of scaled skin across the back of his hand.

One of Stark’s experiments.

The crowd fell silent as the soldier addressed the captives, his voice too low to carry to where they stood. Then, with a gesture to the soldiers, he turned away. The soldiers hauled the captives to their feet, marching them toward a waiting wagon.

“They’ll be taken to the keep for questioning,” Elhan said, his voice tight. “Few return.”

Callen’s hand drifted toward his peace-bound sword before he caught himself. Intervening would only expose them, and they could do nothing for the captives now.

“We need information,” he said quietly. “And somewhere safe to plan our next move.”

Elhan nodded. “I know a place. The Copper Tankard—an inn in the lower quarter. It’s not the nicest place, but it should do.”

They changed direction, descending from the temple district back toward the craftsmen’s quarter. The streets narrowed, buildings leaning toward each other overhead until only strips of sky remained visible. The patrols grew less frequent here, where the poorer residents of Dasosh struggled to survive.

The Copper Tankard stood at the junction of three narrow streets—a two-story structure of dark wood and stone that had clearly seen better days. Its sign hung askew, the painted tankard faded to a dull brown rather than the copper it once depicted.

Inside, the tavern was dimly lit by oil lamps and a small hearth at the far end. The scent of sour ale and roasting meat filled the air. Several patrons huddled over their drinks, speaking in low voices that died away as they entered.

Callen led them to a table in the corner, positioning himself where he could observe the entire room. A serving girl approached, a hint of copper to her skin and the color of her eyes betraying her Pyrin heritage despite her attempts to conceal it with powder.

“What’ll it be?” she asked, wiping her hands on a stained apron.

“Ale,” Callen replied. “And whatever hot food you have.”

“Stew’s all that’s left this late,” she said. “Three coppers each.”

As she turned to leave, Shendra caught her wrist. “The flame endures,” she whispered.

The girl’s expression didn’t change, but her eyes widened slightly. “Even in darkness,” she replied automatically before pulling away.

They settled into their corner, Callen extending his sense of the drift carefully. The tavern’s patrons seemed ordinary enough—laborers, craftsmen, a few merchants of the poorer sort. No immediate threats, though the tension in the air was palpable.

When their ale and stew arrived, the serving girl lingered. “You’re new in the city,” she said, her voice pitched low. “Bad time to visit.”

“We heard Dasosh was welcoming to travelers,” Elhan said.

She snorted. “Maybe a year ago. Not since the Lord Regent’s new decrees. The city’s like a barracks now—soldiers everywhere, curfews, searches.” She glanced around before continuing. “They say it’s because of Pyrin raids, but there haven’t been any attacks. Just more rules, more arrests.”

“We’ve seen the patrols,” Callen said. “And a group being taken.”

The girl’s face darkened. “They’re taking anyone with Pyrin blood, or those who help them. My brother was taken three days ago. He did nothing but argue with a guard who was harassing an old woman.”

“Is there news from beyond the city?” Shendra asked. “We’ve traveled far and heard strange rumors.”

The girl hesitated, then slid into the empty seat beside them. “Everyone has rumors these days. They say the mountains to the north have started smoking, though no volcano stands there. Merchants from the eastern roads speak of strange lights in the sky. And the Lord Regent has ordered additional troops north.”

“North,” Callen repeated. “Where specifically?”

“The Frostpeak Range,” she said. “Beyond the trading routes. Nothing’s there but ice and old ruins, but they’ve been sending wagons of supplies and men for weeks.”

Callen exchanged glances with Elhan and Shendra. The northern site Stark had found—the same place the dragon had pushed Callen away from seeing.

“There’s more,” the girl continued, leaning closer. “Some of the soldiers who’ve returned are different. Their skin…” She struggled for words. “It’s not natural. And they’re stronger than they should be. One lifted a wagon that had overturned in the east quarter—lifted it alone, like it was nothing.”

Stark’s scaled soldiers spreading beyond the Black Veil. The experiment expanding. What else was he doing with that? How many did he change?

And more importantly—why would he share such power?

“Thank you,” Shendra said, pressing a silver coin into the girl’s palm. “If there’s word of your brother, we have friends who might help.”

The girl pocketed the coin swiftly. “Be careful. The walls have ears, especially at night.”

As she left, Callen concentrated on his stew, but his mind worked. Stark’s operations were growing, spreading beyond secret experimentation into something more overt. And whatever he’d found in the north was significant enough to warrant substantial forces.

They ate in silence, listening to the conversations around them. Fragments of similar rumors reached their ears—strange sightings, military movements, increased persecution of anyone with Pyrin connections.

As the evening deepened, the tavern grew more crowded. Laborers finished their work and came seeking drink and companionship. Callen maintained the drift awareness, filtering through the patterns of energy surrounding them.

That’s when he felt it—a subtle disturbance at the edge of his perception. A drift signature that didn’t belong, carefully controlled but distinctive in its irregularity. The same presence that had tracked them from the sanctuary.

“Our shadow is here,” he said.

The Pyrin man tensed. “Where?”

“I’m not sure. The pattern is shifting. Moving around the perimeter of my awareness.” Callen closed his eyes briefly, focusing the drift more precisely. “Outside, I think. Not near the tavern, but maybe watching the entrance.”

Which meant they’d been followed all the way here.

How?

Callen had barely been able to filter all the different senses, but this other could do so? That didn’t make sense, but then much didn’t.

Shendra sipped her ale. “We should depart before the curfew bells. Find somewhere to rest for the night.”

Callen nodded, though uncertainty gnawed at him. Who was following them with such skill? Not ordinary Black Veil—their pursuit would be direct, efficient. This felt more personal, more patient.

They finished their meal unhurriedly, not wanting to attract attention with sudden movements. When they finally rose to leave, the tavern had grown rowdier, providing better cover for their departure. Music drifted from a lutist at the back of the tavern, carrying a fast paced song, with others gathered around to dance, the stomping of their feet making a steady rhythmic drumming in time with the song.

Outside, night had fallen completely. Oil lamps illuminated the main streets, but the smaller alleys remained shrouded in darkness. The air held a hint of smoke, but something else that Callen couldn’t place. As he extended the drift awareness, he couldn’t find their pursuer, but he knew they were still out there. Somewhere.

“Any suggestions?” he asked.

“This way,” Elhan said, leading them down a narrow side street. “There’s an inn near the western gate where I found shelter when I was here last.”

They moved quickly through the darkened streets, Callen’s sense of the drift stretched to its limits. Their pursuer remained elusive—present but impossible to pinpoint, like trying to locate a single drop of water in a thunderstorm.

As they turned onto a wider avenue that would take them toward the western quarter, Callen suddenly grew alert. A patrol ahead—four soldiers moving toward them.

“Guards,” he warned.

Too late to turn back without appearing suspicious. They continued forward, Shendra resuming her frail, elderly persona. Callen kept his head down, willing them to pass without incident.

The patrol leader raised his hand as they approached. “Halt. Identify yourselves.”

Callen stepped forward. “Pilgrims, sir. Visiting the temple. We seek lodging for the night.”

The officer’s eyes narrowed. “Curfew approaches. Why are you not already at your lodgings?”

“The temple services ran long,” Shendra said, her voice quavering convincingly. “An old woman’s prayers move slowly.”

The officer might have accepted this excuse, but one of his men had moved closer to Elhan, whose hood had slipped back slightly, revealing too much of his copper-toned features in the lamplight.

“Captain,” the soldier said sharply. “This one’s Pyrin.”

The atmosphere shifted instantly. The soldiers’ hands moved to their weapons, their postures becoming aggressive.

“Pyrin in Dasosh after dark,” the captain said, his voice hardening. “Take him to the hold.”

“My cousin is of mixed heritage,” Callen said, stepping forward. “We reported properly at the gate.”

“Then you won’t mind showing these papers again,” the captain replied. “And submitting to a more thorough search.”

Elhan tensed beside him. Being detained would mean close inspection—inspection that would reveal his Pyrin blade, Shendra’s true nature, perhaps even recognize Callen himself.

“Of course, Captain,” Callen said, reaching slowly into his pack. “The papers are here⁠—”

As he moved, he extended the drift into the peace-bindings on their weapons, focusing on the vibration of the fibers. With more control than he once would have managed, he caused the bindings to fray and weaken—not breaking completely, but ready to snap at the slightest pressure.

One of the soldiers grew impatient, reaching for Elhan’s arm. “Hands visible, Pyrin.” Elhan complied, but the soldier’s grip tightened painfully. “I said hands visible!”

“They are visible,” Elhan said.

Callen could hear the tension in his tone.

The captain seemed to be awaiting something—reinforcements, perhaps, or an excuse for further action. Anything he did would have to be now—and quick.

He focused the drift outward in a controlled pulse—not targeting the soldiers directly, but the lantern hanging from a nearby post. That was a use of the drift that he could control, the way Shendra had guided him. The drift disrupted the metal frame, causing it to detach and crash to the ground. The oil spilled, catching fire instantly.

The momentary distraction was all they needed. With a sharp tug, Callen broke the weakened peace-binding on his sword. Elhan did the same.

“Run!” Callen said, shoving Shendra toward a side alley as the soldiers scrambled to respond.

The captain shouted for them to halt, drawing his sword. The narrow street erupted into chaos—merchants and late travelers scattering, the fire spreading across the spilled oil, soldiers chasing.

Callen engaged the nearest guard with the flat of his blade, careful not to kill but determined to create an opening. The scaled sword hummed in his hand, the drift flowing through the metal and enhancing his strikes. One soldier fell unconscious, another stumbled back with a broken arm.

Elhan disabled another guard with quick and precise strikes, painful but not fatal. His skill impressed Callen, as he’d not seen Elhan’s fighting prowess before.

The captain was better trained, but Callen found his opening, striking the man’s sword hand with the pommel of his weapon. The captain’s blade clattered to the stones.

“Go,” Callen said, pushing him back. “This isn’t your fight.”

The captain looked up. The tension in his posture told Callen that he would lunge.

With a quick jab forward, he sunk the tip of the blade into the man’s thigh.

He collapsed, crying out.

Callen and Elhan used the moment to retreat, following the path Shendra had taken into the darkness of the side streets. They found her waiting at an intersection, her stooped posture abandoned, staff gripped like a weapon.

“Which way?” she asked.

Behind them, shouts and whistles indicated the alarm had been raised. The city would be on alert now, the gates closed, patrols doubled.

“We can’t stay in Dasosh,” Callen said as they paused in a shadowed doorway. “They’ll be searching for us.”

All of what they’d been through, now lost because of one patrol.

“If they haven’t repaired it, the eastern wall has weaknesses,” Elhan replied. “I know a route.”

They moved through the darkened city, avoiding the main streets where patrols now rushed toward the disturbance they’d left behind. Callen kept the drift extended, scanning for pursuit.

And there it was again—that elusive presence, keeping pace with them but never closing the distance. Their shadow had not been deterred by the chaos.

“Our follower is still with us,” Callen said as they reached a section of the eastern wall that butted against an abandoned tannery.

“Persistent,” Elhan muttered, helping Shendra navigate a pile of debris, then pointed to a section of wall where centuries of weathering had created a series of handholds and crevices. “There. It looks solid from a distance, but the stones are loose enough to climb.”

They waited for a patrol to pass before approaching the wall. Callen went first, testing each handhold before committing his weight. The ancient stones shifted slightly but held firm. Behind him, Elhan helped Shendra climb, though she moved with surprising agility despite her age.

The wall here was lower than elsewhere—perhaps fifteen feet rather than the twenty or more that surrounded most of the city. They reached the top without raising an alarm, crouching low to avoid being silhouetted against the night sky.

On the other side, a narrow ledge dropped to a drainage ditch that ran outside the city walls. Callen lowered himself first, then helped Shendra down. Elhan followed, landing silently beside them.

They moved quickly away from the city, staying low and using the terrain for cover. Only when they’d put a mile between themselves and Dasosh did they pause to catch their breath in the shelter of a small copse of trees.

Callen studied the distant lights of the city. “The main roads will be watched now.”

Elhan nodded, checking his weapon for damage. “Think that captain recognized you?”

“I don’t know. Either way, he’ll report Pyrin sympathizers, not a former Black Veil. That works in our favor—they’ll be looking for Pyrin fugitives.”

As they prepared to continue their journey, Callen extended the drift once more, searching for any sign of pursuit. The road behind them remained clear of soldiers, but that other presence—the shadow that had followed them from the sanctuary—lingered at the edge of his awareness.

Why weren’t they closing in?

Surveillance.

If they were with Stark, they might be following to see what he and the others were doing. Callen would have to make a choice—keep moving, or go after them. Either had dangers.

“Our shadow is still there. Keeping distance but definitely following.”

“We need to know who it is,” Elhan said. “Set a trap, perhaps?”

“We might have to, but not yet. We don’t know their purpose—and they don’t know ours. Not yet. If they wanted to attack or capture us, they’ve had opportunities.”

A troubling thought formed in Callen’s mind—one he’d been avoiding since first sensing their follower. There were very few Black Veil who knew his methods well enough to counter them so effectively. Fewer still who would pursue with such patience rather than direct confrontation.

That meant that it was someone who understood his techniques and patterns.

Krell?

But Krell had fallen during Nora’s rescue at Sturmov Manor. Callen had left him defeated, perhaps dying.

Had he survived?

The question weighed on Callen as they disappeared into the forest’s shadows, the lights of Dasosh fading behind them. The Black Veil Compound—and the archives beneath it—still lay days ahead. And somewhere behind them, a shadow with purpose followed their every step, and would have to be dealt with one way or another before they reached it.

Which meant he might have to be the Nightshade—if he still could.


Chapter Eighteen


SHADOW’S EDGE


Mist clung to the forest floor, weaving between trees in the half-light of dawn. Callen led the way along a narrow game trail, his sense of the drift extended outward to scan for danger. Three days had passed since their escape from Dasosh, and with each mile traveled, they drew closer to their destination. He had the feeling they also grew closer to real danger.

“This path doesn’t look like it’s been used in some time,” Elhan said, pushing aside a tangle of branches that blocked their way.

“We’re well beyond the normal trade routes now,” Callen said. “Fewer travelers means fewer eyes watching.”

Shendra followed behind them, her pace steady despite the difficult terrain. She had abandoned the pretense of frailty, moving with the fluid grace of someone who had spent decades navigating wilderness paths. Callen couldn’t get over how well she handled all of this.

“These forests once belonged to my people,” she said, scanning the canopy above. “Before the Lord Regent’s expansion. Before the Black Veil cleared the eastern settlements.”

Callen felt the weight of her words. How many times had he been part of such “clearings” without questioning their purpose? When he’d first gone to the Black Veil, it had been about selective removal of dangers. That was what he’d been told—and taught. Over time, such selection because less.

As they paused near a stream to refill their water skins, Callen extended the drift once more. The familiar presence of their shadow lingered at the edge of his awareness—not approaching but never falling behind, maintaining that same careful distance that suggested both caution and purpose.

“They’re still with us,” he said, returning his water skin to his pack.

Elhan’s expression hardened. “We can’t keep ignoring them. Whoever it is, they’ll follow us straight to the Compound.”

“I know.” Callen had been considering their options since Dasosh. “We need to deal with this.”

Shendra looked up from where she knelt by the stream. “Confront them, then?”

“Set a trap,” Callen said. “And I think I know how.”

They continued until midday, when the forest gave way to a narrow ravine that looked to have been cut by centuries of spring floods. The walls rose steeply on either side, creating a natural choke point. Perfect for what Callen had in mind.

“Here,” he said, stopping at the ravine’s entrance. “This is where we’ll do it.”

He outlined his plan quickly. They would make camp early, establishing an obvious presence in the ravine as night fell. Callen would appear to leave on a scouting mission, doubling back through hidden paths to approach from behind while Elhan and Shendra remained as bait. If their shadow wanted to observe—or attack—they would need to approach the campsite, exposing themselves to Callen’s ambush.

“It’s risky,” Elhan said, studying the terrain. “If they’re as skilled as you suspect…”

“It’s our best chance to learn who’s tracking us.” Callen’s hand rested on his scaled sword, which hummed faintly at his touch. “We need to know what we’re dealing with before we get any closer to the Compound.”

As dusk approached, they set their plan in motion. The camp was established in a small clearing near the ravine’s center—visible enough to be found, but with sufficient cover for defense if needed. Shendra gathered wood for a fire while Elhan arranged their packs to suggest they were settling in for the night.

Callen waited until the first stars appeared before slipping away, making his departure obvious enough to be noticed by anyone watching. Once beyond sight of the camp, he circled back, using the drift to avoid detection as he positioned himself on a ledge overlooking the approach.

Hours passed in tense silence. The half-moon rose, casting silver light across the ravine walls. In the camp below, Elhan and Shendra maintained their act—speaking occasionally, tending the fire, appearing relaxed but remaining alert.

Callen’s patience was rewarded near midnight when the drift detected movement—a presence approaching the camp with careful, measured steps. He remained motionless, extending his awareness to track the intruder’s progress.

Something about the pattern struck him as increasingly familiar. The movement suggested Black Veil training, but with subtle differences—a lighter tread, a different rhythm to the steps. Still, there was something in the precision that reminded him of only one person.

Krell.

The figure paused at the ravine’s edge, surveying the camp. Then, apparently satisfied, they began their approach—moving from shadow to shadow with practiced ease.

Callen slipped from his position, descending behind the figure. They seemed to sense him at the last moment, spinning to face the threat. Callen caught a glimpse of a slight form in dark clothing, a hood concealing their features.

He lunged, aiming to pin rather than harm, but the figure dropped and rolled.

“Krell?” Callen called out.

The figure froze for just a heartbeat at the name, then bolted.

Callen pursued. The other—Krell, he remained convinced—darted between boulders. Callen closed the distance, his hand outstretched to grab the figure’s cloak. His fingers grazed fabric, but the other twisted away, leaping over a fallen log. In the brief moment of moonlight exposure, Callen caught a glimpse of something that didn’t match his expectations—smaller than Krell.

Before he could process this, the figure disappeared into a narrow crevice in the ravine wall—too small for Callen to follow quickly.

“Damn it,” he muttered, halting his pursuit. The drift told him the figure was retreating rapidly, using paths too constricted for effective pursuit.

Elhan appeared beside him. “Did you catch them?”

“No,” Callen said, frustration evident in his voice. “They escaped. But I’m almost certain it’s Krell. And if Krell is tracking us, Stark likely knows our movements. Our plans.” He stared into the darkness where their shadow had vanished. “But something’s not right. Different somehow.”

“Perhaps Stark offered the same to him that he has to others,” Shendra suggested as she joined them.

“Perhaps,” Callen said, though doubt lingered.

They returned to camp, setting a rotation of watches for the remainder of the night. As Callen took the first shift, his thoughts churned. If Krell was following them, their plan had become significantly more dangerous. His former partner knew his methods, his techniques—perhaps better than anyone except Stark himself.

Somewhere out there, the dragon circled. Somewhere ahead, the Black Veil Compound waited with its secrets. And somewhere in the darkness, their pursuer watched, waiting for the right moment to reveal themselves.
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Three days later, they crossed into territories that awakened memories Callen had long suppressed. The landscape itself seemed to change, becoming both familiar and threatening—a place that had once been home but never sanctuary.

There had been no further sense of the pursuer. They might still be out there, but Callen had not sensed them again—though he’d tried. That made him increasingly certain it was Krell, only now he had some way of suppressing his resonant sense.

Forests gave way to rolling hills sparsely covered with twisted pines. Outcroppings of dark stone broke through patches of grass, places he’d once trained. The air carried the scent of iron and smoke, growing stronger as they approached what had once been Pyrin borderlands.

“We’re getting close,” Callen said as they crested a ridge that offered views of the valley beyond. “The Compound should be only about two days from here.”

Elhan studied the horizon, eyes narrowed against the afternoon sun. “More patrols ahead. We’ve already passed three since yesterday.”

“More than I remember,” Callen said.

Shendra pointed to a distant plume of smoke. “What’s that?”

“Training grounds,” Callen said, memories surfacing unbidden. “New recruits spend their first months there before entering the Compound itself.”

As they found shelter for the night in a shallow cave, Callen found his thoughts drawn to his own arrival at those training grounds years ago. And the memory rose with easily, and unbidden

The wagon had deposited them at the edge of a barren field—twenty young men and women recruited from villages and towns across the Lord Regent’s territories. Callen stood apart from the others, taller than most despite being among the youngest at seventeen.

He remembered the weight of his pack, containing everything he owned in the world. The taste of dust in his mouth from the long journey. The hollow feeling in his stomach that was equal parts hunger and anticipation.

“Line up!” The command came from a lean, hard-faced woman whose black uniform bore no insignia but had carried a stern authority he’d recognized even then. “Eyes forward, mouths shut!”

They scrambled to obey, forming a ragged line across the packed earth. The woman paced before them, her gaze assessing each recruit.

“You are here because someone saw potential in you,” she said. “That means nothing to me. Here, you’ll prove your worth or you’ll wash out. There are no third options.”

Callen stood straighter, determined not to be found wanting. The Black Veil offered purpose, respect, a chance to serve something greater than himself.

The woman stopped before him, eyes narrowing. “You. Name?”

“Callen.”

“Village?”

“Northedge.”

Her gaze lingered a moment longer. “We’ll see if you last the week.”

But he had lasted. Through the brutal physical training that left recruits collapsed in exhaustion. Through the endless drills with blade. Through lessons in stealth and survival that pushed him beyond what he thought possible.

He excelled in ways that surprised even himself—particularly in awareness training. Where others struggled to detect hidden targets or navigate blindfolded through obstacle courses, Callen used the rudimentary ability with the drift that he’d always possessed, which his mother had wanted him to learn, to develop those skills.

It was during the third month that Commander Stark first appeared—a tall figure whose very presence commanded attention. The trainees fell silent as he walked the grounds, observing their exercises without comment. His gaze passed over most without lingering, but when it fell on Callen, something changed in his expression.

Later that day, Callen was summoned to Stark’s tent. He entered with trepidation, uncertain what to expect.

The Commander sat behind a simple desk, studying a report. Without looking up, he gestured for Callen to sit.

“Your instructors speak highly of your progress,” Stark said, his voice deep and measured. “Particularly your spatial awareness.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“It’s not a compliment, recruit. It’s an observation.” Stark finally looked up, his eyes sharp with intelligence. “Tell me, when did you first notice your ability to sense things others couldn’t?”

The question caught Callen off guard. “I’m not sure what you mean, sir.”

A thin smile crossed Stark’s face. “Don’t play ignorant, boy. It doesn’t suit you. When you navigate the obstacle course blindfolded, you’re not guessing. You’re sensing the structures around you. How?”

Callen hesitated. He had never discussed this with anyone—this strange awareness he’d had since childhood. “I’ve always been able to feel things,” he admitted. “Vibrations. Patterns. My mother said it was a gift.”

“Your mother,” Stark repeated, his interest visibly sharpening. “She had similar abilities?”

“Sometimes. She taught me to focus them.”

Stark leaned forward. “And your father?”

“A farmer. Nothing unusual about him.”

The Commander made a note on the parchment before him. “From tomorrow, you’ll begin special training under my direct supervision. What you possess is rare, Callen. Properly developed, it will make you exceptional among the Black Veil.”

“Thank you, sir. I won’t disappoint you.”

“See that you don’t.” Stark’s gaze held his. “The Black Veil serve a greater purpose than most understand. You could be instrumental in that purpose.”

As Callen left the tent, he felt as if his path had suddenly cleared before him—a future of significance, of contribution to something larger than himself. He couldn’t have known then how that path would change, how the “greater purpose” Stark spoke of would reveal itself to be something far different—and darker—than he imagined...

“Callen.” Shendra’s voice pulled him from the memory. “You’ve been staring at the fire for nearly an hour.”

He blinked, returning to the present. The others watched him with varying degrees of concern.

“Just remembering,” he said. “My first days with the Black Veil.”

“Stark recognized your abilities early,” Shendra said. It wasn’t a question.

Callen nodded. “He took special interest in my training. I thought it was because he saw potential in me as a Black Veil. Now I wonder if he recognized the Dragon Singer blood from the beginning.” Callen stared into the small fire they’d risked building in the sheltered cave. “I never questioned where his knowledge of the drift came from. Never asked why he was so interested in dragon artifacts.”

“You think he was studying you? Preparing you?” Elhan asked.

“I think he was searching for something,” Callen replied. “Through me, through others with similar abilities. Those who could use the drift were treated differently. Then when I was assigned to retrieve the dragon egg five years ago…”

He still didn’t know if it had been intentional—testing if he would react—or if he’d been chosen because the drift would allow him to detect the egg where others would not.

“The egg responded to you, not Stark,” Shendra said. “As has the dragon.

As night deepened, the others settled into sleep while Callen took first watch. The stars above seemed unusually bright, their light carrying a strange energy that called to something within him. He found his thoughts turning to the dragon, wondering where it circled now, what it witnessed.

Almost without conscious decision, Callen drew his sword and laid it across his knees. The pattern caught the firelight, seeming to absorb and refract it in ways ordinary metal shouldn’t. Following Shendra’s teachings, he centered his awareness on the blade first, then gradually extended outward.

The connection formed more easily than before—his growing mastery of the drift control making the initial stages almost effortless. He felt his consciousness expanding beyond the physical constraints of body and location, reaching outward through the night.

At first, he detected only the sleeping forms of his companions, the small creatures that moved through the darkness beyond their shelter, the ancient pulse of stone beneath them. But as he pushed further, that other awareness brushed against his own—vast, alien, yet somehow familiar.

The dragon.

Images flowed into his mind: ice-covered peaks gleaming in moonlight, vast white expanses stretching to the horizon, the ruins they had glimpsed before. But unlike previous connections, these visions felt deliberately shared—as if the dragon were choosing to show him these things rather than Callen pulling them from their connection.

Callen pushed deeper, seeking understanding. What are you showing me?

Sensations rather than words answered: urgency, warning, a strange anticipation mixed with dread. The dragon circled the northern site, watching as tiny figures moved among the ruins, their activities obscured by distance but clearly purposeful.

What are they doing? Callen pushed the question through their connection.

The response came as a flood of images too fast to process fully—impressions of other structures similar to this one scattered across distant mountains, of energy flowing between them in patterns unseen but felt, of something stirring beneath centuries of ice.

Awakening, came the impression, the same as before.

Awakening what? Callen pressed.

The dragon’s consciousness seemed to hesitate, as if deciding how much to reveal. Then, with startling clarity, a single image filled Callen’s mind: massive forms encased in ice, their outlines suggesting creatures similar to but distinct from the dragon itself.

Other, came the understanding. Sleeping. Waiting.

As Callen pushed for more understanding, he felt it beginning—scales forming along his arms, the transformation responding to the deep connection. The familiar pattern spread across his skin, blue-black in the firelight, beautiful and terrifying in equal measure.

He tried to withdraw, to control the process as Shendra had taught him, to anchor. But something had changed. The dragon’s consciousness pressed against his more insistently than before, not joining with his as it once had but pushing him away.

Danger, came the unmistakable warning. Too deep. Not ready.

Callen struggled against the force of the dragon’s will, desperate to maintain the connection, to understand what Stark planned. But the dragon’s power was overwhelming.

Then with painful suddenness, the connection snapped.

Callen gasped, doubling over as the severance sent ripples of dissonance through his system. The scales receded slowly, leaving his skin burning with phantom pain.

“Nightshade?” Elhan’s voice came from the darkness. “What’s happening?”

He steadied his breathing before answering. “The dragon. I saw something. Stark is doing something at the northern site,” Callen explained, his voice still rough from the strain of the connection. “Something to do with another dragon. A sleeping one.”

“Another?” Shendra leaned forward, her amber eyes reflecting the firelight. “Ancient texts speak of the Great Sleep—dragons who retreated from the world as humanity expanded. But these were considered legends, not history.”

“I don’t know if they’re real,” Callen said, but the dragon believed, didn’t it? So that meant it had to be real. “But Stark does and is trying to wake them. Or control them. I couldn’t see clearly—the dragon pushed me away again.”

“For your protection?” Elhan asked.

“I think so.” Callen looked down at his arms where the scales had been. “The connection is changing. The dragon seems to be limiting what I can see, what I can access.”

“Perhaps with good reason,” Shendra said. “The dragon may be shielding you from energies you’re not prepared to handle.”

The thought was both reassuring and frustrating. Callen needed to understand what they faced, yet the very being connected to him was restricting that understanding.

“Rest,” Shendra advised. “We’ll need all our strength for what lies ahead.”

They resumed their journey at first light, moving with greater caution as they entered territories more heavily patrolled by Black Veil forces. Their path took them through ravines and dense copses that offered concealment, avoiding the more direct routes that would certainly be watched.

By midday, they reached a vantage point that offered their first glimpse of the Black Veil Compound in the distance—a sprawling complex nestled against a mountainside, its stone walls rising from the surrounding forest. Even from this distance, Callen could see that much had changed. New structures had been added to the eastern perimeter, and the training grounds had expanded significantly. Patrols moved with along established routes, and distant figures practiced combat forms in courtyards visible only from their elevated position.

“It’s bigger than I expected,” Elhan said, studying the complex through narrowed eyes.

“It’s grown,” Callen replied. “There are at least twice as many buildings as when I left.”

They retreated from the ridge before they could be spotted, finding shelter in a dense thicket that offered both concealment and a clear escape route if needed. As evening approached, they laid out what they knew of the Compound’s defenses and discussed possible approaches.

“The main entrance is impossible,” Callen said, sketching a rough map in the dirt. “Even if what I knew of patrol schedules hadn’t changed”—and he thought that unlikely—“there are too many eyes.”

“What about here?” Elhan pointed to the western edge of the complex. “The forest comes closest to the walls.”

Callen shook his head. “That’s deliberately maintained. A trap. The trees provide cover for approaching forces, so they keep that area heavily patrolled.”

“Then how?” Elhan asked.

Callen’s finger traced a line along the southern perimeter. “There’s a drainage system—old tunnels that predate the Black Veil occupation.” When he’d trained there, he hadn’t known the reason for them, but now he knew they had been Pyrin. “Most are sealed or collapsed, but I know of one that remains viable.” He smiled inwardly at the memory of using that same tunnel. “The entrance is hidden in a ravine half a mile south of the Compound. Rarely patrolled.”

“And if it’s been sealed?” Elhan pressed.

“Then we find another way,” Callen said.

They prepared in silence, checking weapons and equipment. Callen found himself running through Black Veil patrol patterns in his mind, recalling secret passages and blind spots he’d once known intimately. The familiarity of it was unsettling—how easily he slipped back into the mindset of the Nightshade.

Is that still who I am? he wondered. Or have I become something else entirely?

As darkness fell, Callen stood at the edge of their hiding place, gazing toward the distant lights of the Compound. Somewhere within those walls lay knowledge that might save him from permanent transformation, might help him understand the connection to the dragon that both empowered and endangered him.

But to reach it, he would have to become once more what he had fought so hard to leave behind—the shadow that moved unseen, the blade that struck without mercy.

The Nightshade.

And beyond the Compound, beyond the archives and whatever secrets they might reveal, the larger threat loomed—Stark in the north, working to awaken power that had slumbered for centuries. Power that even the dragon seemed to fear.


Chapter Nineteen


ANCIENT KNOWLEDGE


Callen moved through the shadows, his steps silent against the damp earth of the ravine. Behind him, Elhan and Shendra followed closely, their breathing controlled and steady. The night air carried the scent of pine and something metallic—the distinctive smell of the Black Veil Compound that had once been as familiar to Callen as his own heartbeat, more so as he had developed the drift ability.

“We’re close,” he whispered, pausing to extend the drift outward. The patterns flowed through his awareness—faint vibrations of distant patrols, the subtle rhythm of guards at their posts, the deeper hum of the ancient stones beneath them. “Patrol passing to the east. We wait.”

They crouched in the shelter of a moss-covered boulder, silent and still. Minutes stretched as Callen tracked the patrol’s movement through his sense of the drift. Three Black Veil trainees, moving with the precise formation he remembered from his own time here. Their path would take them away from the ravine, following the established route that had apparently remained unchanged in the years since his departure.

“Now,” he said when the patrol had moved beyond detection range. “The entrance is thirty paces ahead, beneath an overhang covered in vines.”

As they approached the hidden entrance, Callen was struck by how easily he’d slipped back into Black Veil patterns—the measured steps, the rhythmic breathing, the constant awareness of surroundings. It was disconcerting how natural it felt to become the Nightshade once more.

The tunnel entrance looked exactly as he remembered—a narrow opening partially concealed by thick, woody vines that had grown across the ancient stonework. The darkness beyond seemed absolute. He’d found this place using the drift, and remembered all too well that Stark had seemed to want him to find it.

He’d been training under Stark for almost two years by then, the commander’s prized student in the drift techniques.

“There are ways in and out of the Compound that don’t appear on any map,” Stark had told him that night, before sending him through the darkened forest. “Knowledge reserved for those who might need it someday.”

“Need it for what, Commander?” Callen had asked.

Stark’s face remained impassive in the moonlight. “For when official entrances become problematic. A Black Veil never allows himself to be trapped.”

Callen had reached this same ravine, testing the drift that he’d been learning which had seemed as if it had led him there, before pausing at the vine-covered opening. He’d gone in, curious as to what he’d find, wandering in the dark. At the time, he’d thought he was finding something unknown, but…

Callen shook away the memory.

“This seems...” Elhan hesitated, eyes narrowing as he studied the entrance. “Too easy.”

“I was thinking the same,” Callen said. “In all the years I spent here, this passage was known only to a select few. I found it during my specialized training, though I suspect that Stark knew of it too.”

“Perhaps it’s what they want,” Elhan suggested. “To draw us in.”

Callen extended the drift further, probing the tunnel beyond. No immediate threats registered, no waiting ambush. Just the steady, ancient pulse of stone and earth.

“I don’t sense anything,” he said. “The most dangerous trap is the one you never suspect.”

Shendra approached the entrance, her fingers tracing patterns in the stone around the opening. “These markings,” she said. “Pyrin script, very old.”

Callen hadn’t noticed the markings before—or perhaps had seen but never recognized them for what they were. The realization that he’d walked these paths without understanding their significance felt like another layer of blindness being stripped away.

“Can you read them?” he asked.

“Parts,” Shendra replied. “It speaks of purification, of preparing the mind and spirit to receive wisdom.” Her fingers followed a particularly intricate pattern. “And here—a warning against those who enter with darkness in their hearts.”

“Appropriate,” Elhan muttered.

Callen drew his scaled sword, the faint hum of the blade offering reassurance as they prepared to enter. “I’ll lead. Stay close. If we’re separated, head back to this entrance. Don’t try to navigate the Compound alone.”

The tunnel stretched before them, completely darkened. Callen led them forward, one hand brushing the ancient stone walls to maintain orientation as the darkness deepened. The air grew cooler, tinged with mineral scents and the musty smell of undisturbed earth.

They had progressed only twenty paces when Callen halted abruptly, his hand raised in warning. “Wait,” he whispered. His drift sense had detected something unusual—a subtle disruption in the pattern of the tunnel floor ahead.

“What is it?” Elhan’s voice was barely audible.

Callen crouched, examining the floor more carefully. “A pressure plate,” he said, pointing to a section of stone that appeared identical to those surrounding it, but carried a different resonance in the drift. He carefully brushed away a thin layer of dust, revealing a nearly invisible seam outlining a rectangular stone. “If we step on this, blades will emerge from both walls. Stark had these installed throughout the secondary passages as a security measure.”

“Can you disarm it?” Shendra asked.

Callen nodded, reaching for a specific point at the edge of the plate. “There’s a counter-pressure point...” His fingers found a small depression, applying steady pressure until a faint click sounded. “Now we can cross safely.”

“How many more of these should we expect?” Elhan asked as they carefully stepped over the now-harmless trap.

“Impossible to know,” Callen replied. “But they typically place them at regular intervals. Stay close and follow my exact path.”

After several minutes of careful progress, Callen halted. “There’s a junction ahead. The right passage leads toward the main Compound. The left descends deeper.”

“Which way to the archives?” Elhan asked.

“I’m not sure, but I would suspect down,” Callen said. “I never took that path, but if what Shendra suspects is right, then the archives would be in the oldest sections, beneath the newer Black Veil structures.”

They took the left passage, the slope becoming steeper as they descended. The walls here showed signs of greater age—the stonework more weathered, the occasional symbol etched into key blocks. Shendra paused periodically to examine these markings, her expression growing increasingly reverent.

“These are maps,” she explained at one point, fingers tracing a complex pattern carved into the wall. “They show the original temple complex. Here, see this spiral pattern? The central sanctum. And these lines radiating outward—passages to various chambers. Including”—her finger tapped a specific point—“what might be the archive.”

The passages grew narrower, forcing them to proceed single file. Callen remained vigilant, his sense of the drift stretched to its limits. Above them, he could detect faint vibrations of movement that he had to ignore. As far as he could tell, no one had followed them here.

They reached a section where the tunnel opened into a small chamber with three branching passages. Callen paused, disoriented for a moment. He hadn’t been here before, so didn’t necessarily know the way. Worse, the drift didn’t guide him.

“I’m not sure which way to go here,” he said.

Shendra moved to the center of the room, studying the floor. “Look,” she said, pointing to a circular pattern of inlaid stones. “Pyrin craftsmanship. This was a directional chamber.”

Elhan looked ahead. “How do we know which is correct?”

Shendra brushed away dust from the stone pattern. Symbols became visible around the circumference of the circle. “Each path is marked. This one,” she indicated the rightmost passage, “if I’m reading it right—and I might not be—seems to suggest that it leads to the ‘Chamber of Records.’ That must be our archives.”

“That’s where we’ll go, then,” Callen said.

They proceeded down the right passage, the tunnel gradually widening until they reached a staircase ascending into darkness. The walls were newer here, leading Callen to suspect that the original paths had been altered long ago. Perhaps by Black Veil—or Stark himself.

Callen halted at the base, the drift detecting movement above.

“I think the Compound is ahead,” he whispered. “If we take this, we’ll emerge in the lower levels of the main structure.”

“I thought we were going to the archives?” Elhan asked.

“We are, but I think it’s been redirected over the years. We have to go this way.” He found Shendra watching, a question lingering in her eyes. “Patrols will be present here so we need to move carefully.”

He led them up the stairs, each step measured and silent. At the top, a heavy wooden door blocked their path. Callen pressed his ear against it, then extended the drift beyond.

“Two guards,” he whispered. “Ten paces down the corridor. I need to mask our passage.”

Callen closed his eyes, drawing on the techniques he’d learned when a Black Veil, then honed with Finch and later with Shendra. He gathered the drift, shaping it not to detect but to obscure—creating a field of dulled awareness that would extend around them. It required intense concentration, manipulating the natural vibrations to create a subtle interference pattern.

“Stay close,” he said.

He eased the door open, wincing at the faint creak of ancient hinges. They slipped through into a dimly lit corridor of rough-hewn stone. The walls here were newer than the tunnel they’d left behind—even more so than below.

The guards stood at a junction ahead, their black uniforms absorbed in shadow. Neither looked in their direction as Callen led his companions along the wall, his steps carefully placed to minimize sound. The strain of maintaining the drift made his temples throb, and left him wishing he could strengthen the dragon connection to draw on even more.

They made it past, and kept going.

“We’re close,” Callen whispered as they descended another staircase. The air had grown noticeably cooler. “The deepest levels are restricted. If the archives exist, they’d be here.”

The passage ended at a circular chamber with a stone door embedded in the far wall with elaborate carvings across its surface. A series of concentric circles radiated from its center, each ring filled with symbols.

“Pyrin craftsmanship,” Shendra breathed, approaching the door. “Very old.”

He studied it. He’d seen something like these before. “The symbols match those in the Baron’s journal,” he realized. There was no visible handle or lock. “But how does it open?”

Shendra traced the patterns with her fingertips. “I think it requires someone like you,” she said to Callen.

He rested his hands on the stone, extending his sense of the drift. As he did, the stone beneath his palms warmed.

Callen opened his eyes. The symbols around the door’s circumference began to glow with a faint blue light similar to what his scaled sword produced. The concentric rings on the door’s surface shifted. Then, with a deep, resonant tone that vibrated through the chamber, the massive door began to recede into the wall, revealing darkness beyond.

They stepped through the doorway into darkness. Callen extended the drift, sensing a vast space opening before them—much larger than the approach corridor had suggested. The air felt different here—dry, still, as if time itself moved more slowly.

Callen felt a different the drift flicker, as if knowing what he needed. A soft blue glow began to emanate from crystal formations set into the walls. The light strengthened gradually, eventually allowing him to see clearly.

What had to be the archives stretched before them—a circular chamber easily fifty paces across, its ceiling lost in shadows above. But the sight that greeted them wasn’t what they had hoped for. Many of the shelves carved directly into the stone walls stood empty, with clear outlines in the dust where books and scrolls had once rested. Other sections showed signs of hasty searching—artifacts knocked over, scrolls partially unrolled and discarded, broken glass from protective cases scattered across the floor.

“No,” Shendra whispered, her voice tight with dismay. “We’re too late.”

Callen moved forward, his steps heavy with disappointment. “Stark has been here. He took what he wanted.”

And it could have been that he’d been here years ago.

At the chamber’s center stood a large circular table of polished stone, its surface etched with the same concentric pattern as the door. Unlike the rest of the chamber, it appeared undamaged, though strange burn marks scarred its surface in places—as if someone had attempted to activate it with improper techniques.

“Your people have been sitting on this knowledge all this time,” Shendra said, her voice hardening as she surveyed the devastation. “Only to strip it away.”

“I didn’t know,” Callen replied, guilt washing over him despite his ignorance. “None of us did. Only Stark and perhaps the highest Black Veil command.”

They moved cautiously through the chamber, examining what remained. The organization seemed deliberate—even in its damaged state, they could see that sections had been arranged by subject or purpose. Shendra gravitated toward shelves containing a few remaining scrolls marked with Pyrin symbols, while Elhan examined a broken collection of small devices, some of which still emitted faint, discordant tones when touched.

“Look at this,” Shendra called, holding up a partially damaged text. “A record of Dragon Singer techniques.” She turned the pages carefully, then frowned. “The crucial sections have been torn out. Pages missing throughout.”

Callen joined her, examining the mutilated book. “Stark didn’t want anyone else to have this knowledge.”

“Or he wanted to ensure he was the only one who possessed the complete information,” Elhan suggested.

“We’ll need to piece it together from what remains,” Shendra said, setting the damaged codex aside and gathering other fragments.

Callen approached the central table. Its surface was divided into sections, each containing different symbols. As he ran his fingers across the smooth stone, he felt vibrations responding to his touch. Callen placed both palms flat on the table’s surface. Immediately, the symbols began to glow, patterns of light flowing between them like. The entire chamber seemed to respond, everything brightening, the very air humming with energy.

“Careful,” Shendra cautioned, approaching. “You don’t know what might happen. If this was tied to the Dragon Singers, it might be unpredictable for the untrained.”

Callen withdrew his hands, and the table’s glow subsided. “We need to find information about anchors,” he said. “And whatever Stark might be planning in the north.”

“Here,” Elhan called from across the chamber, and drawing his focus. “If you’re wanting to know about the north, here’s a map that seems to depict it.”

They gathered around a large, slightly damaged scroll he had unrolled across a reading stand that Stark and the others hadn’t plundered. The map depicted mountain ranges and valleys. Seven locations were marked with a distinctive symbol—a spiral surrounded by flame-like patterns.

“I think… these are dragon sanctuaries,” Shendra translated, reading the accompanying text. “It’s difficult to translate, but this seems to be places where dragons retreated during what they call The Great Withdrawal.”

“So Stark has found a sanctuary,” Elhan said.

“We still don’t know what he intends to do with it. Destroy it or hope he can find a dragon. Regardless, we have to assume he’s been here. That he’s seen this place. Studied it.”

If that were the case, then how was it that Stark hadn’t managed to find the dragons before now? He would have had every advantage to be able to do so.

Shendra moved to another shelf, carefully lifting fragments of parchment. “I’ve found something about anchors,” she said, arranging several torn pages. “These appear to be from the missing sections of the codex.”

She studied the fragments intently, her expression growing troubled. “According to this, creating a true anchor—one that can channel dragon energy—requires something I didn’t expect.” She looked up at Callen. “It requires willing essence.”

“Willing?” Callen asked.

“The dragon must give its energy freely,” she explained. “Forced or coerced bonding creates unstable anchors that eventually corrupt both the vessel and the source.”

“That explains Stark’s failures,” Elhan said. “He’s been trying to force the process.”

“And why my connection to the dragon is different,” Callen realized. “It formed naturally, with mutual consent.”

Suddenly, a high-pitched tone echoed through the chamber, followed by a pulsing red light emanating from crystals near the ceiling.

“What’s that?” Elhan asked, hand moving to his weapon.

“Alert,” Callen said grimly. “Someone’s discovered our presence. We’ll need to move soon.”

Before they could leave, Callen noticed a subtle disruption in the archive’s layout—a section of wall that resonated differently than its surroundings. He approached it, extended his awareness into the stone.

“What is it?” Elhan asked.

“There’s something else here,” he said. “Behind this wall.”

The wall appeared solid, with no visible door or opening. But as Callen ran his hands across its surface, he detected faint variations in its texture—areas where the stone had been worked differently.

Callen tried focusing the drift as he had before, searching for patterns that might unlock the hidden entrance. But although he could sense the space beyond, the wall remained unyielding to his attempts.

“If it’s a door, it’s not responding,” he said after several attempts.

“If it’s meant for Dragon Singers, maybe only a Dragon Singer can open it,” Shendra suggested.

He hadn’t considered that, but it made sense.

Reaching for the dragon, the connection formed more easily than he expected—a sense of the dragon’s awareness touching his own. Not the full immersion of previous encounters, but power still. Energy flowed through him—not the wild, transformative power that had triggered his physical changes before, but something refined. Directed. Scales formed along his forearms, but the process stopped there.

He placed his scaled hands against the wall. This time, the stone responded immediately—warming beneath his touch, symbols illuminating along its surface. With a low rumble, a section of the wall receded, revealing a smaller chamber beyond.

This hidden room felt different from the main archive—the air charged with a subtle energy that made the hairs on Callen’s arms stand on end. At its center stood a pedestal of dark stone, upon which rested a single object: a book bound in what appeared to be dragon scale.

Callen approached the pedestal cautiously. The book seemed to pulse with its own inner light, the scales of its binding shifting subtly like the surface of a living creature. When he reached for it, the scales rippled in response to his proximity.

“Careful,” Shendra said. “Even I can feel the power in this place. There’s something awake about that book.”

“It’s alive?” Elhan asked.

“I’m not sure that it’s alive so much as reactive,” Callen said. “Aware, maybe.”

He could feel it, though. It resonated with him—to him.

Callen carefully lifted the book from its pedestal. It was surprisingly light, warm to the touch. When he opened it, the pages inside appeared blank at first glance. But as he looked longer, text began to materialize—words forming and shifting as if the book were writing itself specifically for him.

“What do you see?” Shendra asked.

“It’s changing as I read it,” Callen said. “And it seems familiar, though I can’t make sense of it.” Still, as he turned the pages, he wondered if he could. The dragon connection might be the key. “But I suspect Stark didn’t know about this place. Maybe he knew it was here, but never reached it.”

Callen tucked the book under his arm for safekeeping.

They continued their hurried search, finding a few scattered pages from journals that discussed anchor creation, a small crystal that Shendra identified as the drift amplifier, and fragments of what appeared to be technical diagrams for constructing focusing tools.

“Not much,” Elhan said, “but better than nothing.”

“It may be enough,” Callen replied, securing the last of their findings. “If Stark couldn’t access the book, he’s working with incomplete knowledge. That gives us an advantage.”

A slight one, he didn’t add.

As they prepared to leave, a distant sound caught his attention—and an awareness through his amplified the drift of movement overhead. He extended the drift upward, tracking the movement patterns. Black Veil were converging on the lower levels.

This was no routine patrol—they were hunting something. Or someone.

“They know we’re here,” Callen said.

How?

The answer came to him, one that he should have planned for—and dealt with: Krell. They’d known they were followed, but he hadn’t done anything about it. That was a mistake.

“Is there another way out?” Shendra asked.

Callen searched his memory. Stark had never mentioned alternative exits from the archive level. “I don’t know,” he said. “But we need to find one quickly.”

Callen looked around the ancient chamber, desperately seeking any sign of another passage, any hint of escape. The knowledge they’d gathered was too valuable to lose—too critical to their fight against Stark. But with Black Veil closing in from above, their options were limited.

The drift table at the center of the room caught his attention—its symbols still glowing faintly from his earlier touch. Could it be more than a tool for focusing dragon connection? Could it offer a way out?

“The table,” he said. “There’s something about it.”

As the sounds of the search party drew nearer, they gathered around the ancient stone table, Callen placing his hands upon its surface once more. The symbols flared to life, patterns of light swirling beneath his fingers as he reached for the dragon connection, hoping it might reveal the means to escape even as Black Veil converged upon them.


Chapter Twenty


HIDDEN PATHS


The symbols on the ancient stone table flared brighter as Callen placed both hands firmly on its surface. The drift surged through him, connecting with something deep within the table’s structure. The circular patterns carved into the stone began to rotate, grinding against one another.

“What’s happening?” Elhan asked, his hand moving to his weapon as footsteps echoed down the corridor outside.

Callen had used the drift on the table before, but now he used the connection to the dragon, feeling a deeper power than had been there. Scales rippled across his forearms, spreading to his hands where they touched the table’s surface. As if in response, the book tucked under his arm began to warm, its own the drift responding to the table’s activation.

Shendra’s fingers traced the patterns flowing across the table’s surface. “This is a failsafe,” she realized, her voice filled with wonder even as the door began to splinter.

The floor beneath them shuddered. A section of stone adjacent to the table began to recede, revealing a dark passage descending into darkness.

“What is that?” Elhan asked.

Callen could feel the Black Veil getting closer. Could feel the connection through his amplified the drift. He knew they didn’t have much time now.

But they didn’t need time.

The drift—his, the dragon, even the book—all told him where they needed to go, along with how to make it work. He wasn’t sure what else they would need to do, but sensed the connection, and where it guided him.

“This way,” Callen said, lifting his hands from the table.

Shendra paused at the entrance, her fingers tracing symbols carved into the archway. “This is old script. So old I can’t even read it.” She looked at Callen. “Are you sure about this?”

“Only one way to find out.”

And only one way out, he didn’t add.

The passage beyond was narrow and descending, worn steps disappearing into darkness. Callen led the way, extending the drift ahead to detect any dangers or collapses in the ancient tunnel. The book under his arm continued to pulse with warmth, as if encouraging their progress. As soon as they were down, he felt the entrance seal off again, just as the sound of the archive chamber’s main door being forced open spurred them forward.

Behind them, the shouts of Black Veil soldiers were cut off as the stone ceiling slid back into place, sealing the passage. A final glimpse showed soldiers rushing toward them, only to be blocked by the closing stone.

“I doubt that will hold them for long,” Elhan said.

Callen’s head throbbed with each heartbeat, and the scales that had covered his arms during the channeling were now receding, leaving his skin feeling raw and oversensitive.

“Are you alright?” Shendra asked, concern evident in her voice.

“The connection was stronger than I expected,” Callen admitted. “It’s like the table was designed to channel massive amounts of power in emergencies. I wasn’t prepared for it.”

They descended quickly, Callen’s the drift guiding them through branching passages and around fallen debris.

Callen concentrated, focusing the drift outward in an expanding wave. He created subtle interference patterns in the air behind them, masking their vibrations and footsteps. He didn’t know if the Black Veil would even be able to follow into these tunnels. He’d opened it with the dragon connection. But if they did, his use of the drift might buy them some time. Maybe not a lot, and he knew that it wouldn’t fool a skilled the drift tracker for long, but it might buy them precious minutes.

The tunnel leveled out, opening into a small chamber with three diverging passages. Ancient Pyrin symbols marked each doorway, their meaning obscured by time and damage.

“Which way?” Elhan asked.

Callen tried to extend his drift sense to determine the correct path, but found his abilities weakened by the earlier exertion. He shook his head, another trickle of blood running from his nose. “I can’t tell. My connection is... dampened somehow.”

Shendra approached the doorways, studying the markings. “This one,” she said, pointing to the leftmost passage. “I recognize the mark. It bears the symbol for ‘outer sanctuary.’ If I understand correctly, it should lead away from the Compound.”

That matched with what Callen detected of the drift as well.

They hurried into the passage she indicated, moving as quietly as possible while maintaining speed. The air grew damper, suggesting they were traveling deeper underground. Occasionally, they passed small alcoves containing broken statues or empty pedestals—remnants of the temple that had once thrived here before the Black Veil built their compound over it.

A distant echo reached them from behind—the unmistakable sound of voices and footsteps.

“They’ve found a way into the tunnels,” Elhan said.

After several minutes of tense progress, they reached a section where the ceiling had partially collapsed. Rubble blocked most of the passage, leaving only a narrow gap near the floor.

This seemed to be the way out, as much as he disliked the idea of going through it. One thing his Black Veil training hadn’t done was remove his dislike for tight spaces.

“We’ll have to crawl,” Callen said, kneeling to examine the opening. He extended the drift through the debris, checking for stability. “It seems solid enough, but be careful. Any disturbance could bring down more.”

Elhan went first, his lean frame slipping through the gap easily. Shendra followed, moving more carefully. Callen came last, the book clutched tightly against his chest as he maneuvered through the narrow space. For a moment he was caught.

Panic settled in him. It was brief, but it reminded him of when he was young, when he’d been caught in a similar space, buried in a cave at the edge of his family land. His sister had come for him, saved him, and had she not…

Callen pushed through, letting out a sigh.

Nothing to worry about. He’d let emotion take over, something that he’d managed to keep controlled for a long time. Now, however, it had gotten out of his control.

He didn’t need to worry. The drift told him what was and was not safe.

As he emerged on the other side, a sudden stab of awareness hit him—a flash of connection with the dragon so intense and unexpected that he gasped. Images flooded his mind: snow-covered mountains, ruins glowing with blue energy, something stirring beneath the ice.

“Callen!” Elhan’s urgent whisper pulled him back to the present. “They’re getting closer.”

Shaking off the vision, Callen rose to his feet. The drift within him had grown stronger, enhanced by the momentary connection with the dragon, which itself had been intensified by the memory of being trapped. He could sense the Black Veil more clearly now—at least four of them, moving with through the tunnel behind them.

“This way,” he said, leading them deeper into the passage.

They continued forward, but after several turns, the passage split again, this time into four different tunnels that all looked identical.

“Which way now?” Elhan asked, glancing behind them nervously.

Callen tried to use the drift to sense the correct path, but the effort sent a spike of pain through his skull. He shook his head, pressing a hand against his temple. “I can’t... the connection is still weak.”

Shendra stepped forward, running her fingers along the walls. “These tunnels were built by my ancestors,” she said, examining the barely visible markings. “There’s a pattern to them.” She closed her eyes, tracing symbols as she spoke softly in ancient Pyrin. “The sun rises, waters flow, fire ascends, earth remains.” She opened her eyes and pointed to the second passage from the right. “This one. Water always flows outward. This is a classic pattern. They always follow the elements in sequence.”

They soon reached an ancient door, its surface covered in elaborate Pyrin carvings. Unlike the table or the entrance to the hidden archives, this door showed no signs of responding to Callen’s the drift.

“It’s sealed,” he said. “And I can’t open it.”

From behind them came the sound of debris shifting—the Black Veil negotiating the collapsed section they had just passed through.

“We don’t have time,” Elhan said, his voice tight.

Callen pressed his hand against the door, trying to sense any weakness or hidden mechanism. Nothing responded.

They’d be trapped.

Once again, the memory of when he’d been young, trapped in a place that wasn’t that much different than this, came unbidden. The dragon connection flared again unbidden, power surging through him. Scales spread rapidly up his arms to his shoulders, a ripple of transformation that he couldn’t fully control.

The book in his arms grew warmer, almost hot against his chest. He set it down, opening it to find text manifesting on its pages—diagrams and symbols appearing and disappearing as if trying to communicate something urgent.

“The drift,” Shendra said, looking from the book to the door. “They’re connected somehow.”

Understanding dawned as Callen studied the shifting patterns. He placed one scaled hand on the book and the other on the door, allowing the drift to flow between them. The connection formed instantly—power from the dragon flowing through him, amplified by the book, and directed toward the door.

The door shuddered, and with a low rumble, it began to slide sideways into a recess in the wall. Beyond lay another tunnel, this one clearly constructed in a different era—the stonework rougher, the ceiling lower. Water dripped from cracks overhead, forming small puddles on the uneven floor.

“This isn’t Pyrin construction,” Shendra said as they hurried through. “Older, perhaps. Or added later.”

Behind them, the echoing shouts of the Black Veil grew louder. Callen sensed at least six pursuers now, moving with precision through the tunnels.

They moved quickly, the sounds of pursuit growing fainter as they followed the winding passage. Callen’s enhanced the drift guided them through several junctions, always choosing the path that led away from the Compound and the Black Veil following them.

He still hadn’t let go of the old panic of the confined spaces. And perhaps because of that, the transformation had spread further across his body, scales now covering his chest and back. There was a wildness to the power, tied to his emotion, something he knew he needed to control. His senses sharpened, allowing him to detect vibrations at greater distances and with more precision than ever before, giving him a chance to find the way out—which was all he wanted.

After what seemed like hours of tense progress, they reached what appeared to be a dead end. A solid wall of stone blocked their path completely.

“No,” Elhan said, pressing his hands against the unyielding surface. “There must be another way.”

Callen extended the drift, searching for any hidden passage or mechanism. Nothing. The wall was solid, with no secret doors or concealed switches. They were trapped.

“They’re coming,” he said, sensing the Black Veil drawing closer. Their pursuit had been slowed by the tunnels, but they were still following, likely using a similar the drift training to what he had, and enough that they could keep up with them.

Callen settled his mind. Controlled his breath. And he examined the walls and ceiling, to find what they had missed. “There,” he said, pointing upward. “Air flow.”

Near the ceiling, almost invisible in the dim light, a narrow opening allowed fresh air to circulate into the tunnel. There was an exit somewhere—he just had to find it.

He closed his eyes, focusing his enhanced the drift upward and outward. The scales now covered most of his body, amplifying his abilities. Through the stone itself, he sensed the world above—trees, open sky, and a hillside covered in dense undergrowth.

“We’re directly beneath a way out, but there’s no obvious way up.”

The book in his arms pulsed with energy, its pages flipping rapidly of their own accord until they settled on one that showed a diagram of what appeared to be the very room they stood in. On the page, a symbol glowed in the center of the floor—a symbol he didn’t see, likely because it was covered by centuries of dirt and debris.

Callen knelt, brushing away the accumulated grime from the stone floor. Beneath the dirt, faintly visible, was the same symbol shown in the book—a spiral surrounded by what might have been flames or rays.

He placed his scaled palm directly on the symbol.

Drawing on the dragon connection flowing through him, Callen channeled the drift into the ancient marking. For a moment, nothing happened. Then the symbol began to glow, blue light spreading outward along lines hidden beneath the dirt. The entire floor illuminated with an intricate pattern that spiraled from the central symbol to the edges of the chamber.

The stone beneath them shuddered. With a grinding sound, the entire floor began to rise, lifting them upward like a massive platform. The ceiling above them shifted, sections of stone sliding apart to reveal daylight.

“Incredible,” Shendra whispered as they ascended into open air.

They emerged on a hillside some distance from the Compound’s outer walls, the platform settling flush with the surrounding terrain. From the outside, the exit would have been completely invisible.

Callen stepped off the platform, scanning their surroundings. They stood in a small clearing surrounded by dense forest, the late afternoon sun filtering through the trees. In the distance, barely visible, the Black Veil Compound’s walls rose above the canopy.

“We need to move,” he said, the scales on his body slowly beginning to recede as the immediate danger—and the feeling of being trapped—passed. “They’ll send search parties once they realize we’ve left the tunnels.”

As they gathered their supplies and prepared to withdraw into the forest’s cover, movement caught Callen’s eye—a flash of familiar motion among the trees at the clearing’s edge. He froze, extending the drift toward the disturbance.

There, watching them from the shelter of a large oak, stood a slight figure in dark clothing. It was their pursuer.

Then the hood fell back momentarily, revealing a face that sent a shock through Callen’s system.

Not Krell as he’d believed.

Kira?

Her eyes met his across the clearing, her expression unreadable. She made no move to approach or flee, simply watching as they prepared to escape. Behind her, barely visible through the trees, Callen detected the drift signatures of nearby Black Veil.

“We need to go,” Elhan urged, noticing Callen’s distraction. “Now.”

“It’s Kira,” Callen said.

Shendra glanced toward the trees. “What’s she doing here?”

“Following us,” he said. “And now…”

Now he could only imagine that she’d been captured.

But something in Kira’s posture—the way she stood, confident and unrestrained—told Callen a different story. She had followed them from the sanctuary, tracked them to Dasosh, and now stood among the Black Veil without bonds or guards.

Could he have it wrong?

He’d thought her young, but there had been the confidence, the comfort with the crossbow. She could have been pretending… which left him wondering if Stark had a spy among them all that time.

For a moment, Callen considered trying to go to her, but the approaching Black Veil were too close, and he couldn’t risk the book falling into Stark’s hands. It had been kept from him for this long. They couldn’t run the risk of him getting it now.

Their eyes held for one more moment across the clearing. Black Veil were closing in. Callen could feel them.

“We can’t stay,” Elhan said, his hand on Callen’s shoulder. “We have what you came for. We need to get back to the sanctuary.”

As Black Veil neared, Callen used the drift to mask them, and they hurried into the darkness of the forest so that they could put distance between themselves and the Compound. The book pressed against Callen’s chest seemed to pulse with its own heartbeat, the knowledge it contained a promise.

But Callen couldn’t help but feel it might be more than that.

The knowledge of the Dragon Singers, and what that meant for him, might be a burden. And he might be the only one able to bear it.


Chapter Twenty-One


ANCIENT WHISPERS


They ran. Callen’s lungs burned as he went, pushing himself, and worrying about Shendra and Elhan keeping up. Shendra mostly. The forest provided cover, but Callen knew the Black Veil would not abandon pursuit easily—not with what they had taken from the archives. Occasionally, he would pause, extending the drift to detect any followers, redirecting their path when necessary.

Suddenly, Callen stumbled, nearly falling as the dragon-scale book pulsed against his chest with unexpected intensity. Images flooded his mind—vivid, intrusive visions that temporarily blinded him to his surroundings. He saw ancient forges where Dragon Singers worked molten metal with scaled hands, their eyes glowing as they channeled the drift into crystalline structures.

“Callen!” Elhan caught his arm, steadying him. “What’s wrong?”

“The book,” Callen gasped, pressing a hand against his chest where the tome seemed to burn with inner heat. “It’s... showing me things. Pushing knowledge into my mind.”

“We don’t have time for this,” Elhan muttered, glancing behind them. “Can you control it?”

Callen shook his head, still disoriented as the images receded. “It’s happening on its own. But I can keep going. They’re still following. But we’ve put some distance between us.”

Elhan leaned against a tree. “How far to safety?”

“Several days,” Callen said. “We need to keep moving until nightfall, then find somewhere to rest.”

“The book,” Shendra said, nodding toward the book still clutched against Callen’s chest. “Look.”

Callen glanced down. The book had grown warmer against his skin, pulsing gently. Throughout their flight from the Compound, he’d been aware of its presence—not just physically, but as a subtle pressure against his consciousness, as if it were trying to communicate.

“Later,” he said, securing it more firmly under his arm, though he would like to have a chance to understand what the book was doing—if anything. “We need more distance first.”

They pressed on as dusk approached, following game trails that led deeper into the forest, away from obvious patrol routes. Callen guided them with his enhanced senses, choosing paths that would be difficult to track. The scales had receded from most of his body, but the drift remained heightened, much more than before. He didn’t know if the change would be permanent, or if this was a temporary thing.

As they crossed a shallow stream, another wave of visions assaulted Callen, stronger than before. He saw ancient Dragon Singers creating anchors—objects of power that connected their human consciousness to their draconic abilities. The process required precise materials: metal forged in dragon fire, crystals formed in the depths of drift-rich mountains, and most importantly, willing essence freely given by both human and dragon.

This time, Callen fell to one knee, the shock of the sudden knowledge overwhelming his senses. Blood trickled from his nose, spattering the rocks beneath him.

“This can’t continue,” Elhan said, helping him to his feet. “The book is endangering us all. If it keeps slowing you down like this, we should consider leaving it behind.”

“No,” Callen replied firmly, wiping the blood away. “It’s too valuable. Stark can’t get it.”

“It won’t matter if we’re caught because you can’t run,” Elhan argued.

Shendra intervened. “The book chose Callen for a reason. We can’t abandon it now.”

When night fell, they found shelter in a hollow beneath the roots of a massive oak. The natural depression formed a small cave, its entrance concealed by hanging moss and a cluster of ferns. Elhan gathered materials for a small, smokeless fire while Shendra prepared a meager meal from berries and edible roots she’d gathered as they’d run.

“Hold still,” Shendra instructed, examining Callen’s face in the dim firelight. His nose had continued to bleed intermittently, and dark circles had formed beneath his eyes. “The dragon connection is taking a physical toll on you.”

She reached into her pouch, withdrawing dried herbs and a small vial. “This will help with the symptoms, but it’s not a cure. Your body is struggling to channel the power flowing through it.”

As she mixed the herbs with water into a paste, Shendra’s expression grew concerned. “These are the same symptoms I’ve seen in Pyrin children when they first manifest their abilities too strongly. The human body has limits to how much energy it can safely channel.”

“And I’ve been pushing those limits,” Callen said, wincing as she applied the paste to his temples.

“The book is likely accelerating your connection to the dragon,” she explained. “Teaching you in days what should take years to master. Without proper anchors to stabilize the flow, you risk permanent damage.”

Callen positioned himself where he could monitor their surroundings, his back against the hollow’s wall, the dragon-scale book resting on his lap. Now that they had stopped running, the book’s presence seemed even more insistent—like a gentle but persistent pressure urging him to open it, almost as if the book were something alive.

“You should look at it,” Shendra said, passing him some berries. “Whatever it’s trying to tell you might help us understand what we’re facing.”

Callen traced his fingers along the scaled binding. In the dim light of their small fire, the scales seemed to shift and flow, catching the firelight in ways that suggested movement. There was no clasp or lock, just the seamless joining of scales that formed the cover.

Taking a deep breath, Callen opened the book. As before, the pages appeared blank at first glance—smooth, unmarked parchment that showed no signs of age despite its obvious antiquity. He focused his awareness, extending the drift into the book as he had done in the archives.

Gradually, text began to appear—flowing across the pages as if written by an invisible hand. The script was different than any Callen had seen, unfamiliar, yet somehow, he understood its meaning. Not words translated so much as concepts sent directly into his mind.

“What do you see?” Shendra asked, watching his face closely.

“It’s showing me the history of the Dragon Singers,” Callen replied, his voice distant as he absorbed the information flowing from the pages. “They weren’t just communicators or controllers of dragons, as the stories say. They were intermediaries. Bridges between dragons and humans.”

He turned the pages.

“The relationship was shared between human and dragon,” Callen said, still uncertain how he could read this. “Dragon Singers carried a fragment of the dragons within them, passed down through bloodlines. This allowed them to connect with dragons without being consumed by their power.”

Images flowed across the pages—mountain temples where humans and dragons gathered, what seemed to be ceremonies of binding and sharing, of connecting, and even the creation of artifacts that served as conduits for dragon energy—like the sword he’d made.

“And anchors,” Callen said, his fingers hovering over a particular illustration. “They crafted anchors to maintain their humanity during deep connection.”

The page showed a Dragon Singer in partial transformation, scales covering portions of their body as they held something that looked like flowing metal. The metal glowed with the same energy that flowed through the Singer’s scaled hands, forming an object—a bracelet, a pendant, or sometimes a weapon—that resonated with their particular energy signature.

“These anchors weren’t just tools,” Callen said, understanding deepening as he read. “They were extensions of the Singer—physical manifestations of their will, imbued with essence that connected to their human consciousness.”

“Like your sword,” Elhan said. “The scales formed as your connection to the dragon grew.”

“Something like that, though it wasn’t crafted with the right kind of knowledge. Maybe not even the right materials. From what I can tell, a true anchor needs both.”

Shendra leaned closer, her eyes reflecting the book’s subtle glow. “Does it show how to create one?”

Callen turned more pages, searching. The book seemed to respond to his question.

“It looks like part of it requires dragon fire,” Callen said. “And there are things here that I’ve never heard of, from places that may no longer exist.”

“That explains why Stark has been experimenting,” Shendra said. “Perhaps he’s learned that there are things that are necessary, and he’s testing. Trying to force the power.”

As he continued reading, the book revealed more about the Great Sleep—a time when dragons, facing growing human hostility and diminishing safe havens, retreated to sacred sanctuaries deep in the most inhospitable regions of the world.

“Seven sanctuaries,” Callen said, recalling the map they had found in the archives. “Places where dragons could sleep undisturbed.”

But sleep for what reason?

The northern site Stark had found might be more than some ruined temple. Could he have learned about one of the sanctuaries? He flipped through more pages, but didn’t see anything useful, though he tried. It was as if his focus slipped…

Or was drawn.

With a washing of the drift, Callen felt movement—and it was closer than he would have expected.

“Black Veil,” he said, closing the book. “They’ve picked up our trail.”

Elhan immediately doused the small fire, while Shendra gathered their few belongings.

“How many?” Elhan asked.

“At least eight,” Callen replied, his face grim as he extended the drift outward. “And these are different. They’re moving in paired formations—drift trackers working in tandem to boost their range.”

“We can’t outrun drift trackers,” Shendra said, her voice low. “Not when they’re working together like that.”

Callen looked skyward, where dark clouds had begun gathering. “We might not need to outrun them. There’s a storm coming. If we can reach the highlands before it breaks, we might be able to use it to mask our trail.”

“The highland pass is treacherous even in good weather,” Elhan warned. “In a storm, it could be suicide.”

“It’s our best chance,” Callen insisted. “The drift trackers will be hampered by the natural energy of the storm. It might be our only opportunity to break their pursuit.”

They slipped from the hollow, moving silently through the moonlit forest. Callen led them away from the search patterns he detected, choosing paths that masked their trail—crossing streams, moving over rocky ground that held no footprints, doubling back occasionally to confuse pursuit.

The skies darkened rapidly as they climbed toward the highlands, thunder rumbling in the distance. Wind whipped through the trees, carrying the scent of rain. Callen stumbled again as another vision from the book seared through his mind—this time showing him methods to shield his drift signature from detection.

By dawn, they had evaded immediate danger, but Callen knew they couldn’t continue eastward as planned. The Black Veil were too numerous on that route, which left him with another question. Did they know how to find the sanctuary?

Kira.

If she’d betrayed them, she might have revealed more to the Black Veil about the sanctuary—and those within it. And if she were simply captured…

Should he go after her?

It was the not knowing that was hard. But more than that, he knew he couldn’t risk the book. Not if it were what Stark wanted.

As they reached the narrow path that wound up through the highlands, the storm broke with sudden ferocity. Rain lashed down in blinding sheets, and lightning split the sky with alarming frequency. The path quickly became treacherous, mud sliding beneath their feet as they climbed.

They pressed on, fighting against the elements, each step a struggle against the slippery ground and punishing wind. Twice they nearly lost their footing on narrow ledges where the path skirted sheer drops.

When they finally reached a small cave carved into the mountainside, they collapsed inside, soaked and exhausted. Shendra immediately went to Callen, who had grown pale, his breathing labored.

She crushed more herbs between her fingers, mixing them with the last of their clean water. “Drink this. It will help stabilize the flow of energy through your system.”

As Callen drank the bitter mixture, Shendra turned to Elhan. “We need to change direction,” he said as they paused on a rocky outcropping that offered a view of the surrounding forest. “South, towards Lakeshore. It’s not the most direct route back, but it’s less likely to be watched.”

“Lakeshore is a trade town,” Elhan said. “More people means more eyes that might recognize us.”

“But also more places to hide,” Callen said. “And the Black Veil will expect us to avoid population centers. We can resupply there and perhaps find news of what’s happening elsewhere.”

They traveled south for two days, staying off main roads and making camp in hidden spots that Callen’s the drift identified as safe. During rest periods, he continued studying the dragon-scale book, which revealed more information with each reading—techniques for controlling the drift energy, the proper methods for creating anchors, and scattered references to “dragon awakening” that left Callen wondering what else Stark might be up to—and how he might have learned about it without the book.

On the afternoon of the third day, they reached the outskirts of Lakeshore. The town was larger than Callen remembered from his previous visits years ago—stone buildings replacing wooden structures, new watchtowers rising along the expanded walls. Most notably, the Lord Regent’s soldiers were evident in far greater numbers than he would have expected for a trade town of this size.

Callen considered their options. Entering through the main gates would expose them. His gaze followed the shoreline of the massive lake that gave the town its name, noting the fishing boats coming and going from small docks outside the main walls.

“There,” he said, pointing to the fishing quarter. “Easier to blend in with workers returning from the lake.”

They approached as twilight fell, timing their arrival to coincide with fishermen returning from their day’s work. Callen’s the drift helped identify the guards with the least attentive patterns, and they slipped through with a group of tired laborers, their heads bowed and shoulders hunched in imitation of exhausted workers.

Once inside, they made their way to the market district, which remained busy despite the approaching night. Traders sold the day’s final goods by lamplight, while taverns and inns filled with travelers and locals seeking comfort. Callen purchased simple clothes from a distracted merchant, allowing them to discard their trail-worn garments for less distinctive attire.

“We should separate briefly,” Callen suggested. “Elhan, see what information you can gather about troop movements. Shendra, we need supplies—whatever you can acquire without drawing attention. I’ll secure lodging.”

They agreed to meet at the Silver Tankard, a moderately sized inn near the market’s edge that seemed neither too popular nor too empty. Callen found the establishment easily enough—a three-story building with a weathered sign depicting a tarnished silver mug hanging above its door.

Inside, the common room hummed with conversation and the clatter of wooden cups. Callen approached a heavyset innkeeper and secured a small room on the upper floor. The man asked no questions beyond whether Callen preferred ale or wine with his meal—which he considered a small blessing.

As Callen waited in the common room for the others, he kept the drift extended, watching the people around him. Most were ordinary travelers or locals—merchants discussing prices, laborers unwinding after a day’s work, a few soldiers off-duty.

But one presence stood out—a man sitting alone in the corner. The man wore expensive clothing with subtle embroidery, and a ring on his right hand caught the lamplight when he lifted his cup.

Callen shifted position to get a better view, careful not to draw attention. The embroidery on the man’s jacket became visible—a stylized sun rising over mountains.

Baron Selwyn’s crest.

What would one of the Baron’s messengers be doing in Lakeshore?

He watched as the messenger finished his drink and stood, leaving a few coins on the table before heading toward the inn’s exit. Without conscious decision, Callen rose to follow, signaling to the innkeeper that he would return shortly.

Outside, the streets had grown darker, oil lamps casting pools of yellow light at irregular intervals. Callen followed the man at a distance, tracking the man’s movements even when he lost sight of him around corners.

The man led him toward the western edge of town, eventually entering a smaller, inn called The Governor’s Rest. Through the windows, Callen could see it catered to a wealthier clientele—military officers and merchants who looked far better dressed than most.

Callen circled the building, finding a position where he could monitor the exits without being easily spotted. The drift of the dragon-scale book pulsed against his chest, as if sensing his agitation and responding to it.

For Amara’s sake, he had to understand anything he could of her father’s involvement here. Elhan found him there an hour later, crouched in the shadows of an alley with clear sightlines to the inn’s entrances.

“There you are,” he said.

Callen frowned at him. “How did you find me?”

“The town isn’t so big.”

That wasn’t a good answer, and Elhan seemed to know it.

“There’s a certain signature to a person’s heat,” Elhan said. “It’s not the same as the drift tracking the way you do it, but I’ve been around you long enough now to know it. And you weren’t at the Silver Tankard,” Elhan said, his voice low. “Shendra’s worried.”

The fact that Callen could be easily tracked opened some issues that he hadn’t considered. But now wasn’t the time. “Baron Selwyn’s messenger,” Callen replied, nodding toward the inn.

“You’re considering intercepting him,” Elhan said. It wasn’t a question.

Callen nodded. “For Amara’s sake, I need to know how much her father knows—how deeply he’s involved with Stark’s plans.”

Elhan was quiet for a moment, considering. “If you’re determined to do this, better with help than alone.”

They waited until well past midnight, watching as the inn’s common room slowly emptied and lights were extinguished in upper windows. The man had taken a room on the second floor, facing the street with two windows that Callen had identified through the drift mapping of the building.

When the town had grown quiet, with only the occasional patrol of the Lord Regent’s soldiers breaking the silence, they made their move. Callen led them to the rear of the inn, where a service entrance provided access for staff bringing supplies and removing waste. The lock was simple enough to quickly pick.

Inside, they moved silently through storage rooms, then a kitchen area, before finding the stairs. Callen extended the drift ahead of them. The messenger’s room lay at the end of the second-floor hallway, the drift pattern showing the steady rhythm of sleep.

The door was locked, but Callen made quick work of it. They slipped inside, finding the messenger asleep on a modest bed, his travel clothes draped over a chair and a small leather satchel placed on a writing desk near the window.

Callen gestured for Elhan to watch the door while he approached the satchel. As his fingers touched the leather, the messenger stirred. Callen froze, extending the drift to dampen the subtle vibrations around them. He’d not used the technique before, but it seemed easy enough now.

He paused. Where had he learned that?

Callen pushed those thoughts out of his mind as the messenger settled back into sleep. Callen carefully opened the satchel. Inside, he found several sealed documents bearing the Baron’s sun crest, a small journal, and a small object wrapped in black velvet.

Unwrapping the object, Callen discovered a small metallic device with interlocking rings that could be rotated into different configurations. Etched into its surface were symbols he recognized from Stark’s work—and that reminded him of patterns he’d seen in the Dragon Singer book.

He set it aside, turning his attention to the sealed documents. Breaking the wax seal of the topmost letter, he carefully unfolded it and moved closer to the window, where moonlight provided just enough illumination to read.

Commander Stark,

Your reports from the northern site are most encouraging. The artifacts we recovered from the western ruins appear to have been identified as focusing instruments for the chamber you’ve uncovered. My translations suggest this site houses an ancient power source of considerable magnitude – potentially the very one referenced in the oldest texts. I’ve dispatched the additional equipment you requested. The stabilization frames should arrive within the week, along with the specialized tools required for the final excavation phase. The Lord Regent has been informed of our progress. The bloodline the drift issue remains problematic. Your alternative approach using multiple subjects shows promise, though the efficiency is lower than ideal. I’ve included notes on refinements to the process that may improve results based on records I’ve recently translated. I’ll arrive personally to inspect the site next month. There are certain aspects of the ancient configuration that I need to verify against my research before the final preparations can begin.

Proceed with all necessary measures, Baron Orlen Selwyn

“What is it?” Elhan whispered, noting Callen’s tension.

“The Baron is funding Stark’s work. And they’re after power of some sort.”

What kind of power, though?

Elhan’s expression hardened. “We need to take him with us. Question him.”

Callen nodded, tucking the letters and the crystal into his own pack. As he did so, the messenger stirred again, this time coming fully awake with a startled gasp as he registered the intruders in his room.

Before the man could cry out, Callen moved swiftly across the room, one hand clamping over the messenger’s mouth while the other pressed against his throat—not hard enough to cause harm, but with sufficient pressure to communicate the threat.

“Quiet,” Callen said, his voice low and controlled. “I have questions about your master, and you’re going to answer them.”

The messenger’s eyes widened with recognition. Something in Callen’s stance or voice had identified him—perhaps as a former Black Veil, or perhaps the man had been given descriptions of those the Baron sought.

“You know who I am,” Callen observed.

The man nodded slightly, limited by Callen’s grip.

“Then you know what I’m capable of,” Callen continued. “I’ll remove my hand. If you shout, it will be the last sound you make. Understand?”

Another nod.

Callen withdrew his hand slowly, ready to silence the messenger again if necessary. The man remained quiet, his breathing rapid but controlled.

“You’re the one from Ironvale,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “The Baron said someone might interfere with his work.”

“He anticipated me?” Callen asked, suspicion surging.

A thin smile crossed the messenger’s face. “The Baron plans for contingencies. He’s studied the ancient texts for decades. He understands that power draws attention.”

“What’s at the northern site?” Callen asked. “What is Stark trying to access there?”

“Something ancient,” the messenger said. “More than that, I don’t know. It’s believed to be a source of power buried for centuries. The Baron believes it can be harnessed, controlled.”

“And the ‘subjects’ mentioned in the letter?”

The messenger’s expression grew guarded. “I’m merely a courier. The Baron shares only what I need to know.”

“You know more than you’re admitting,” Callen said, driving a thumb into the man’s neck until he winced.

Fear flickered in the messenger’s eyes. “The site requires energy,” he said reluctantly. “Living energy. The instruments the Baron designed can channel it, but they need a source.”

“Living energy,” Callen repeated as understanding swept over him. “You mean people.”

The messenger swallowed. “The Baron discovered that certain individuals have… greater compatibility… with the work. Those with particular heritage or abilities produce stronger results.”

The Baron and Stark weren’t just excavating an ancient site—they were sacrificing people to access whatever power lay dormant there.

Callen’s hand tightened on the man’s neck, causing him to try to pull away. “How many people have already died for this?”

“The Baron says some costs are inevitable when working with power such as he has. He’s dedicated his entire life to finding such keys.”

Elhan moved to the window, peering into the darkness outside. “We need to go,” he said urgently. “Patrol approaching.”

Callen made a swift decision. “You’re coming with us,” he told the messenger. “The Ashen Oath will want to hear everything you know about the Baron’s plans.”

“I can’t leave,” the messenger protested. “I’m expected to deliver confirmation of⁠—”

Callen rendered the man unconscious with a blow to a specific point at the base of his skull—a Black Veil technique designed to incapacitate without lasting harm.

“Help me secure him,” Callen said, already tearing strips from the bed linens to bind the messenger’s hands and feet.

They worked quickly, gagging the unconscious man before wrapping him in a blanket. Elhan hoisted him over his shoulder as Callen gathered the satchel and anything else that might provide information about the Baron’s plans.

They left through the window, descending to a narrow alley behind the inn. The patrol Elhan had spotted was passing in front of the building, giving them precious moments to slip away unseen.

Shendra was waiting at the Silver Tankard, her concern evident as they entered their rented room with their unconscious burden.

“What happened?” she asked as Elhan deposited the messenger on the bed.

“Baron Selwyn is working with Stark,” Callen said, showing her the letters they’d recovered. “They’re planning to activate some ancient power source—something powerful. And they’re sacrificing people to do it.”

Shendra’s face paled as she read the documents. “Using people to fuel this?”

“We need to get back to the sanctuary as quickly as possible.”

The dragon-scale book pulsed against his chest, as if sensing his resolve. Whatever answers it contained about controlling his transformation would have to wait. What mattered now was warning the Ashen Oath about the threat that was building in the north.

And they had to hope they had the time to do it.


Chapter Twenty-Two


SHADOWS AND PURSUERS


Pre-dawn light cast the streets of Lakeshore in shadow as Callen led the way through narrow back alleys. Elhan followed close behind, bearing the unconscious messenger over his shoulder. Shendra took up the rear, her movements more cautious than usual, and now limping, though this time Callen suspected it was not an act as it had been before.

“Almost clear,” Callen whispered as they approached the fishermen’s quarter where they’d entered the town. The docks would be stirring soon as the early boats prepared to depart, but for now, the area remained relatively deserted.

The dragon-scale book pressed warm against Callen’s chest, pulsing with what felt like anticipation or warning—he couldn’t be certain which. He’d tucked the Baron’s letters and the strange device into his pack.

“We need to hurry,” Elhan said, adjusting his burden. “He’s beginning to stir.”

Callen nodded and quickened their pace toward the small gate that led to the lakeside docks. The weak glow of dawn had begun to brighten the eastern sky as they reached the narrow passage between warehouses that would give them access to the water’s edge.

That’s when he felt it—a disturbance in the drift around them.

“Wait,” Callen said, his hand raised. He closed his eyes briefly, extending his awareness outward in rippling circles.

The pattern registered immediately—five Black Veil positioned in a semi-circle ahead, the drift signatures muted but unmistakable to his enhanced senses. They weren’t moving, just waiting.

“They’re ahead of us,” Callen said, turning back to the others. “Positioned as if they knew we’d come this way.”

Elhan’s eyes narrowed. “How? We chose this route less than an hour ago.”

“I don’t know,” Callen said. “But they’re waiting, not searching. As if they expected us.”

Which meant that they’d detected them moving.

And I didn’t know it.

He’d lost a step, he knew. Time spent in Emberdale had made it so that some of his prior skill had slipped. He just hadn’t expected to have lost quite so much.

Shendra stepped closer. “Is there another way out?”

Callen considered their options. “The main gate will be too heavily guarded. We could try the western wall near the tanneries—the smell will probably keep patrols at a distance.”

A groan from the messenger interrupted their planning. Elhan lowered the man to the ground as he began to regain consciousness.

“We need to go,” Callen said. “Now.”

They turned to retrace their steps, the messenger stumbling between them as Elhan half-carried, half-dragged him along. They’d gone perhaps twenty paces when Callen’s sense of the drift flared a warning—movement from behind, closing fast.

“They’re coming,” he said, drawing his scaled sword. The blade hummed in his hand, responding to his tension, and feeling... almost eager. “Elhan, get Shendra and the messenger to the western exit. I’ll hold them here.”

“You can’t face them alone,” Elhan said.

“I won’t engage unless necessary,” Callen said. “Just buying you time.”

Elhan hesitated only a moment longer before nodding. “If you’re not behind us in ten minutes, we’ll double back.”

“Go,” Callen urged, turning to face the approaching Black Veil.

As Elhan and Shendra hurried away with their captive, Callen positioned himself at the junction of two narrow alleys, providing him with multiple escape routes. He steadied his breathing, drawing on the techniques he’d learned long ago, and concentrating mostly on what Shendra had taught him, allowing the drift to flow through him without triggering transformation.

The first Black Veil appeared at the alley’s entrance—a lean figure in the familiar dark leather armor. Without hesitation, the figure charged, weapon drawn. Callen sidestepped the initial thrust, using the drift-enhanced awareness to anticipate the attack pattern. His scaled sword met the Black Veil’s weapon, the contact sending vibrations rippling between them.

Two more Black Veil joined the first, their movements coordinated in the patterns Callen recognized from his training years. But they’d thought they would surprise him, while he’d expected this—it was why he’d chosen this position. The narrow alley prevented them from flanking him effectively.

What he hadn’t expected was the fourth Black Veil who dropped from above, descending from a rooftop. The movement was so familiar it momentarily startled him—it was his own move, a maneuver he’d used countless times during his time under Stark.

Callen blocked the incoming strike but found himself studying his opponent’s the drift pattern. Another Black Veil to close in, blade slicing toward his exposed side. Callen twisted away, but not quickly enough to avoid a shallow cut across his ribs.

He needed to disengage. Four opponents, all Black Veil-trained, were beyond even his capabilities in these close quarters. He sent a pulse of the drift outward, disrupting the stone beneath their feet, creating a momentary distraction as small pebbles scattered across the alley floor.

In that moment of confusion, Callen turned and ran, choosing not the path Elhan and Shendra had taken but a different route that would draw pursuit away from them.

Behind him, the Black Veil recovered quickly, giving chase.

Callen ducked through a narrow gap between buildings, emerging into a wider street where early risers were beginning to appear. He slowed to a walk, blending with the fishermen heading toward the docks, his scaled sword now concealed beneath his cloak.

His sense of the drift told him the Black Veil had split up, two continuing to follow him while the others pursued a different path—likely seeking to cut him off ahead. He needed to change course again.

A commotion behind him caught his attention—shouts and the clatter of something heavy falling. Through the drift, he detected a change in the pursuit pattern.

Something had happened.

Callen risked a glance back to see the messenger—no longer bound—running through the street, shouting for help. How had he escaped Elhan and Shendra? The man pointed in Callen’s direction, yelling about kidnappers and thieves.

“Help! These criminals stole important documents from Baron Selwyn!” the messenger shouted, his voice carrying through the morning air. “The Baron will reward anyone who aids in their capture!”

Had he wanted to be captured?

It didn’t matter now. All that mattered was getting away.

Callen found himself forced toward the docks, his options for escape narrowing with each step. He reached the water’s edge just as the eastern sky brighten with the sunrise. Fish vendors were setting up their stalls, and boat crews prepared their vessels for departure. Callen moved quickly between them, searching for any escape route.

The drift flared again—the pattern of the Black Veil who had used his technique approaching from the right. Callen ducked behind a stack of empty crates just as a figure in dark clothing passed.

There was still something… familiar about it.

He just couldn’t place it—and knew that now was not the time to consider the implications. Callen needed to find Elhan and Shendra. He slipped away from his hiding place, moving toward the western side of town where they would be heading.

As Callen wound through the back streets, he found himself repeatedly having to duck into doorways and alleys as patrols passed. Twice he nearly walked directly into Black Veil soldiers, only to be saved by last-second warnings from his sense of the drift. The third time, at an intersection of two narrow streets, he found himself with nowhere to hide as a full patrol rounded the corner ahead.

He froze, certain he’d been seen, when a stack of barrels suddenly toppled over behind the patrol, creating a tremendous noise. The soldiers whirled, rushing toward the disturbance and giving Callen the precious seconds he needed to slip away. In the shadows behind the fallen barrels, he thought he caught a glimpse of a slender figure melting away—too quick to identify, but moving with unmistakable purpose.

He had gone perhaps fifty paces when a patrol of the Lord Regent’s soldiers appeared ahead, the messenger among them. Callen ducked into an alleyway, but not before the messenger spotted him.

“There! That’s him!” the man shouted.

The soldiers turned, most already reaching for their weapons. Callen didn’t wait to see more. He ran, no longer concerned with stealth but with speed as he raced through the streets of the town. The drift guided him, warning him of pursuers. He could sense multiple groups converging—Black Veil from one direction, the Lord Regent’s soldiers from another.

They were herding him, he realized, driving him toward the western wall.

Callen burst into a small courtyard between dilapidated buildings. Across the open space, he spotted Elhan and Shendra crouched behind a low wall, obviously waiting for him.

“Time to leave. Now,” he said as he raced over to them.

“How?” Elhan asked. “They’ve surrounded the western exit too.”

Callen extended the drift outward, mapping the pattern of their pursuers. “There’s a gap to the southwest. If we move quickly⁠—”

“Too many soldiers,” Shendra interrupted. “I saw at least twenty gathering as we approached.”

Callen considered their options, painfully limited as they were. “Then we fight our way out,” he said, drawing his scaled sword once more. The blade hummed in his hand, scales glowing faintly blue in the growing daylight, once again feeling as if it were waiting to be used.

Elhan nodded, his hand moving to his own weapon. “Then we fight.”

They moved toward the southwest corner of the town, where the wall met a row of abandoned storehouses. The buildings had fallen into disrepair, their windows boarded and doors secured with rusted chains.

“This way,” Callen said, leading them toward a section of wall partially hidden behind a collapsed shed. He extended the drift once more, seeking any nearby guards. “Clear for the moment. But they’re closing in from both sides.”

Elhan examined the wall. “Too high to climb quickly.”

Callen studied the ancient stonework, extending his awareness into its structure. He could feel the age in the stones, the weaknesses where mortar had crumbled over decades. “Stand back,” he said, drawing his scaled sword.

“What are you going to do?” Shendra asked.

There was a surge from the book. He frowned, then placed his palm against the wall, closing his eyes in concentration. The drift within him surged, flowing from the book and through his arm into the stone. Scales rippled across his hand and forearm as he channeled the energy, seeking the natural frequencies of the wall’s structure.

When he found the pattern, he sent a focused pulse of the drift—not wild and destructive, but controlled in a way he hadn’t used before, targeting a weak point in the stone. The stone vibrated beneath his touch, dust shaking loose from between blocks.

For a moment, nothing happened. Then with a low rumble, a section of the wall collapsed inward, creating an opening just large enough for them to pass through.

Elhan stared a moment. “That’s new.”

“The book,” Callen said, the scales already receding from his arm. “It’s… showing me things.”

“Questions later,” Shendra said, already moving toward the opening. “They’ll have heard that.”

They slipped through the gap, emerging outside the town walls into a tangled thicket of wild shrubs and briar. The sound of shouts rose behind them as guards responded to the noise of the collapsing wall.

They emerged outside the town walls into a dense thicket of thornbushes. Pain lanced through Callen’s side from the cut he’d received earlier, but he pushed it aside, focusing on putting distance between themselves and Lakeshore.

They ran for nearly an hour, following game trails that led deeper into the wilderness. The terrain grew increasingly rugged, forcing them to slow their pace. Only when they reached a small clearing beside a swift-flowing stream did they pause to rest.

Callen sank to the ground, his back against a tree trunk. The wound in his side had finally stopped bleeding, but the exertion had taken its toll. “We need to change our route,” he said. “They’ll expect us to head directly back to the sanctuary.”

Elhan nodded, scanning the forest around them. “We could follow the river northeast, then cut back west after a day or two.”

“The messenger will have told them everything by now,” Shendra said, kneeling beside the stream to rinse her hands. “Including our interest in the Baron’s northern operations.”

“I don’t think the messenger told them anything they didn’t already know,” Callen said, his expression grim. “That entire situation feels engineered. The Baron wanted those documents found—perhaps to mislead us about what’s really happening in the north.”

“You think the information was false?” Elhan asked.

“Not entirely. Just...” Callen frowned, searching for the right words. “Incomplete. Or specifically selected to paint a certain picture. The Baron is too careful to let genuine plans be so easily discovered.”

“So we were meant to take those documents,” Shendra said.

“And possibly the messenger too,” Callen said. “Place someone to be captured, carrying information that seems valuable but actually serves your purpose. They might already even know about the sanctuary.” The implication hung in the air between them—Amara and Nora might be in danger if the Black Veil knew where to find them.

“We need to warn them,” Elhan said.

“First, we need to understand what we’re facing,” Callen replied, reaching into his shirt to withdraw the dragon-scale book. Its warmth against his skin had been a constant presence throughout their flight.

He placed the book on his lap, taking a moment to center himself before opening it. As before, the pages appeared blank initially, then began to fill with flowing script and images as he focused the drift.

“What are you looking for?” Shendra asked, moving closer.

“Information about what the Baron and Stark might be planning in the north,” Callen said. “The messenger mentioned ‘living energy’ and subjects with ‘greater compatibility.’ I need to know what that means.”

The book seemed to respond to his intent, pages turning of their own accord until they settled on a section he hadn’t seen before. The text flowed across the page, forming and re-forming as if struggling to convey concepts beyond simple language.

Callen leaned closer, tracing the patterns with his fingers as he had seen Shendra do with ancient Pyrin script. Images formed in his mind—not just from the words but from the drift of the book itself communicating directly with him.

“It speaks of ‘dormant power,’” he said, his voice distant as he absorbed the information. “Ancient energy sealed away during the Great Sleep. Repositories of dragon essence preserved in physical form.”

“The sanctuaries mentioned on the map,” Shendra suggested.

Callen nodded, turning another page. “It says awakening such power requires ‘the drift key’—someone who carries Dragon Singer blood, who can attune to the specific frequency needed to unlock the sealed energy.”

“You,” Elhan said.

“Or someone like me,” Callen agreed. “Anyone with Dragon Singer heritage who could be trained—or forced—to use the drift in specific ways.”

The implications were terrifying. If Stark couldn’t capture Callen, he might seek others with similar bloodlines. How many had already died in his experiments to find a suitable “key”?

“There’s more,” Callen said, frowning as he struggled to interpret the fragmented information. “The book mentions that true awakening requires balance—willing participation, a harmonious connection between Singer and dragon.”

“But Stark isn’t seeking harmony,” Shendra said. “He wants control.”

“Whatever Stark is attempting is probably incomplete at best,” Callen said. “So you’d think that he couldn’t possibly succeed, but…”

The memory of the “subjects” mentioned in the Baron’s letter returned—people sacrificed in Stark’s attempts to force what should come naturally. How many had already died? How many more would suffer if he continued?

As Callen closed the book, a cold certainty settled in his mind. “We need to stop him. Not just warn the sanctuary, but prevent whatever he’s planning in the north.”

“Against Stark, the Baron, and the Lord Regent’s forces?” Elhan shook his head. “Even with the Ashen Oath, we’d be outnumbered.”

“We don’t need an army,” Callen said. “We need information and access. And we have this,” he added, reaching into his pack. “The Baron wanted it, so it’s got to be important.”

He withdrew the small metallic object they’d taken from the messenger. In daylight, its craftsmanship became more apparent—interlocking rings of different metals, etched with unfamiliar symbols. The rings rotated independently of one another, clicking softly as they turned.

“What is it?” Elhan asked, leaning closer.

Callen shook his head. “I’m not sure.” He turned the device in his hands, feeling its weight—heavier than its size suggested. When he extended the drift into it, he sensed something responding, but the pattern was unlike anything he recognized—complex, layered, deliberately obscured.

“The symbols resemble some ancient Pyrin script,” Shendra said, studying it with narrowed eyes.

Callen rotated one of the rings, watching as the symbols shifted position. A faint vibration passed through the device, so subtle he might have missed it without his enhanced the drift.

“The Baron thought it important enough to send to Stark personally,” Callen said, returning the device to his pack. “Which means we need to keep it from them, even if we don’t yet understand its purpose.”

He looked up at the sky, gauging the sun’s position. “We should rest here for a few hours, then continue northeast as Elhan suggested.”

As they arranged their camp, Callen found himself continuously extending the drift outward, scanning for any sign of pursuit. The encounter in Lakeshore had left him uneasy—not just because of the close escape, but because of the familiar yet different the drift pattern he’d detected.

Night fell, bringing with it a chill that penetrated their light clothing. They risked only the smallest of fires, taking turns watching while the others tried to sleep. Callen took the first watch, positioning himself where he could monitor the approach from Lakeshore.

The forest night had its own the drift—insects, nocturnal animals, the whisper of wind through leaves. Callen filtered through these natural patterns, seeking anything that didn’t belong.

That’s when he caught it—a flicker at the edge of his awareness. Not the steady, disciplined the drift of Black Veil, but something more elusive. A presence that seemed to appear and vanish, like a shadow moving between trees.

Callen focused his attention on the disturbance, trying to isolate it from the background the drift of the forest. For a moment, he captured it—a pattern both familiar and strange. Then it was gone again, as if whoever it was had stepped behind some invisible shield.

He rose silently, moving deeper into the forest toward where he’d sensed the disturbance. The moon provided just enough light to navigate between trees, but the shadows remained impenetrably dark.

There—another flicker of the drift, off to his right. Callen changed direction, moving with the silent precision of his Black Veil training. He extended his awareness further, pushing the limits of his sense of the drift.

But the presence remained elusive, always just beyond his reach. It was as if someone was using techniques specifically designed to counter his abilities—appearing only briefly before fading from detection.

Frustrated, Callen stopped beside a large oak, pressing his back against its trunk as he closed his eyes to concentrate more fully. If the drift alone couldn’t track this pursuer, perhaps the dragon connection might help.

He reached for that familiar bond, seeking the awareness that had become increasingly clear to him since the archives. The familiar sensation of connection began to form—the vastness of the dragon’s consciousness touching his own.

Then, abruptly, it stopped. Not severed like before, when the dragon had deliberately pushed him away, but blocked—as if something stood between them, interfering with the connection.

Callen’s eyes snapped open. Someone—or something—was deliberately preventing him from reaching the dragon. He focused harder, pushing against the interference with all the drift he could muster.

For a brief moment, the blockage faltered. Through the momentary connection, Callen caught a flash of the dragon’s awareness—urgency, warning, and what felt like recognition directed not at him but at whatever was blocking their connection.

Then it was gone, the interference restored.

Callen returned to their camp, unsettled by what he’d experienced. Someone was following them who knew enough about the drift to mask their presence from even his enhanced senses—and who possessed enough power to interfere with his connection to the dragon.

Only one possibility made sense, one that filled him with dread: Stark had found them.

As the others woke for their watch shifts, Callen kept his discovery to himself. They needed rest, and his suspicions remained unconfirmed. But as he finally allowed himself to sleep, one certainty remained:

They were being hunted by someone who knew exactly what they were capable of—and how to counter it.


Chapter Twenty-Three


HUNTER AND HUNTED


Callen woke from fitful sleep, the dragon-scale book pressed warm against his chest beneath his cloak. He’d kept it close during the brief hours he’d managed to rest, unwilling to risk its loss even to his pack. Across their small camp, Elhan stood alert, his gaze continually scanning the forest edge while Shendra gathered their few supplies.

“Anything?” Callen asked, rising.

Elhan shook his head. “Nothing obvious, but something feels wrong. Like we’re being watched.”

Callen extended the drift outward in expanding circles, sensing for disturbances. The pattern he’d detected during his watch remained absent—or perfectly concealed. He couldn’t decide which possibility troubled him more.

“The drift signatures are strange here,” Callen said, focusing more intently. “It’s as if someone is deliberately creating false trails, then erasing them.” He frowned, concentrating harder. “They’re using counter-tracking techniques I’ve never encountered before—layering drift patterns to confuse pursuit.”

“Black Veil?” Elhan asked.

“More sophisticated. Whoever’s doing this understands drift tracking well enough to not just hide their trail, but to create misleading patterns that would fool even experienced trackers.” Callen’s expression darkened. “We should keep moving,” Callen said, securing the book inside his shirt. “Northeast as planned, but we’ll vary our direction randomly. Make it harder to predict our path.”

“And if they’re already ahead of us?” Shendra asked.

Callen had no good answer. The only thing that came to mind was old Black Veil training mantras, though this one felt strangely fitting. “Then we adapt.”

They moved swiftly through the forest, Callen in the lead with the drift extended, Elhan taking the rear guard position. The terrain grew increasingly challenging as they pushed northeast—dense underbrush gave way to rocky slopes that forced them to climb rather than walk. By midday, they had covered significant ground, yet Callen couldn’t shake the feeling that they were being herded rather than pursued.

“Wait here,” he said, halting at the edge of a shallow ravine. He crouched, examining the ground with both physical senses and the drift. “I think there’s been something through here recently. Multiple people.”

Elhan joined him, studying the subtle signs Callen had detected. “Black Veil?”

“Possibly.” Callen frowned. “But they’re moving away from the sanctuary, same direction we are.”

“That can’t be coincidence,” Elhan said.

“No.” Callen straightened, scanning the surrounding forest. “They’re cutting off our routes. Every time we adjust course, we find signs of their presence in that direction. It’s like they’re driving us north and east.”

“Away from both the sanctuary and the northern site,” Elhan observed.

Callen crouched, running his fingers over seemingly random marks on a nearby tree trunk. “These aren’t natural,” he said quietly. “Someone’s been marking paths—and blocking others.” He traced the faint pattern.

Callen considered their options. They needed a safe place to regroup and determine their next move, but with pursuers seemingly cutting off their routes, their choices were limited.

“There’s an outpost at Three Bridges about a day’s journey east of here,” Elhan said, scanning the forest. “Small Ashen Oath waystation. We might find supplies there, maybe even reinforcements. From there, we could make the final push back to the sanctuary.”

Callen nodded. It was the first he’d heard of this outpost, but he trusted Elhan’s knowledge of Ashen Oath locations. “Good. We need to break their pattern.”

Elhan nodded, understanding immediately. “I’ll circle north, then double back to rejoin you. If they’re tracking all of us, they’ll have to divide their forces.”

“Be careful,” Callen said. “If these are Stark’s people⁠—”

“I know,” Elhan said. “I’ll move fast and stay hidden.” He slipped away into the forest, his movement nearly silent despite the dense underbrush.

Callen and Shendra continued eastward, maintaining a steady pace while gradually shifting their course more directly toward Three Bridges. The afternoon brought darkening skies and distant thunder, promising rain by nightfall.

“The outpost should have a way to send word to the sanctuary,” Callen said as they navigated a particularly steep descent. “Even if we can’t return directly.”

Shendra glanced at him. “You’re planning something else.”

It wasn’t a question. Callen sometimes forgot how perceptive the elder could be.

“I need to understand what Stark has planned,” he admitted. “And why they’re trying to steer us away from both the sanctuary and the northern site. There’s another element at play here.”

“Kira.”

“She knew what we were doing,” Callen said. “And I think our shadow might be⁠—”

The drift pulse shot through him, sudden and jarring—a warning from instincts honed by years of training. He grabbed Shendra’s arm, pulling her behind a large boulder just as arrows struck the ground where they had stood moments before.

“An ambush,” he whispered, drawing his scaled sword, which hummed eagerly in his hand.

The attack came from multiple directions at once—five Black Veil emerging from concealed positions in the forest canopy and behind rocks. They spread to cut off escape routes, moving quickly, and still trying to keep them ahead of them.

“Stay behind me,” Callen told Shendra, moving to place himself between her and the attackers.

The first Black Veil charged, blade aimed at Callen’s chest.

He parried, redirecting the force of the attack into the ground. The second and third closed from either side, attempting to flank him. Callen spun, his scaled sword leaving a faint glowing trail in the air as he drove them back with a series of quick strikes.

He cut up, was blocked, spun, then was blocked again.

All the while, Callen had to be careful. He couldn’t lose the book, which pressed hot against his chest as the drift surged through him. Scales rippled beneath the skin of his left arm, spreading past his wrist to his hand.

He channeled the energy deliberately, using it to enhance his awareness—and, he noticed, his speed—while hoping to avoid full transformation.

Two more Black Veil dropped from above, forcing Callen to dive to the side.

One of them flung a throwing blade that narrowly missed Shendra, embedding itself in a tree behind her.

“Go!” Callen shouted to her, engaging three opponents simultaneously. “Head for the outpost!”

Shendra hesitated only briefly before slipping away through a narrow gap in the Black Veil’ formation. Two broke off to pursue her.

He couldn’t have that.

He reached for a knife, and with enhanced senses, tossed it at one of the Black Veil. It struck, the man collapsing to the ground. The other hesitated, which was all Shendra needed to smack him in the head with her staff.

That left the three facing Callen.

He was the Nightshade. He could do this.

For a moment, he knew hesitation. It had been a long time since he’d been that person. There was a time when three Black Veil would have been easy. Now…

Now he was a Dragon Singer. Wasn’t that better than the Nightshade?

Taking a deep breath, he felt power flow into him. Maybe from the dragon, or maybe he just opened himself to powers that he already possessed.

Clarity opened for him.

One Black Veil fell to a pommel strike to the temple, another staggered back with a deep gash across his thigh. But the third proved more challenging—matching Callen’s techniques.

Parry. Counter. Thrust. Dodge. Each move anticipated. Each strike deflected.

Metal rang against metal.

Sweat beaded on Callen’s brow.

The Black Veil pressed forward. Callen retreated two steps.

Feinted left. Struck right.

The dance continued, neither gaining advantage.

Their blades locked, bringing them face to face. Beneath the Black Veil’s hood, Callen caught a glimpse of familiar features, though he wasn’t sure why.

The momentary distraction cost him.

Pain lanced through his shoulder as another attacker’s blade slipped past his guard. Callen broke away, blood seeping from the wound as he reassessed his position. He was outnumbered, and now Elhan and Shendra were separated from him.

He needed to create space.

Focusing the drift, Callen channeled energy into the ground beneath them. The technique came to him—knowledge flowing from the dragon-scale book directly into his awareness. The earth shuddered, then shifted as vibrations loosened centuries of packed soil.

The Black Veil stumbled, temporarily thrown off balance. Callen seized the opportunity, delivering a decisive blow to one before diving through the gap their disruption created. He rolled to his feet and ran, following the direction Shendra had taken.

He hadn’t gone twenty paces when a figure dropped from the trees directly in his path.

Kira.

She stood with a confidence that belied her youth, two short blades held ready in a reverse grip. Her hair was shorter than when he’d last seen her, and dark clothing had replaced the simple garments she’d worn at the sanctuary.

“Nightshade,” she said, her voice calm.

Callen halted, his scaled sword raised defensively. “Kira.”

“You’re bleeding,” she observed, nodding toward his shoulder.

“Stark’s people,” Callen said, taking a step forward.

Kira didn’t retreat. Instead, she shifted her stance subtly, her blades angling to catch the fading daylight. “You won’t reach them in time,” she said. “Shendra. Elhan. They’re being driven toward separate traps.”

“Why tell me this?”

“Because it doesn’t matter. This isn’t about them.”

“Then what is it? You were spying on us, weren’t you? For Stark.”

Her silence was all the answer he needed.

He couldn’t let something happen to Shendra or Elhan.

And I can’t hurt Kira. Not without answers.

Callen lunged suddenly, testing her defenses. Kira moved with startling speed, her blades intercepting his attack with precision that spoke of years of training—far more than any sanctuary child could have received.

More surprising was the drift that rippled outward from her as they clashed—a controlled pulse that momentarily disrupted Callen’s own abilities.

He staggered back. “You’re trained in the drift,” he said.

Kira nodded once. “Yes.”

“Stark taught you.”

Callen circled slowly, reassessing everything he thought he knew about the girl. Not a girl at all, but a skilled operative who had infiltrated the sanctuary months ago, reporting their movements, their plans.

“Does Thorne know what you are?” Callen asked.

A thin smile crossed Kira’s face. “Thorne sees what he expects to see. A damaged girl, seeking revenge against those who took her father. He never questioned my story because it fit his expectations.”

“And your real purpose?”

“It’s… complicated.”

Callen attacked again, this time extending the drift through his blade as Shendra had taught him. The sword’s scales glowed blue, energy spiraling along its length. Kira met the attack with her own the drift technique—not blocking physically, but creating an interference pattern that disrupted his energy.

He tried to push away, using the drift, but it didn’t work.

As if she inhibited the attempt in some way.

Callen raised the blade, ready to strike.

“Not everything is as you believe, Nightshade,” Kira said, stepping back. “Some bridges can’t be uncrossed.” She glanced toward the darkening sky. Rain had begun to fall, light drops that promised to become a downpour. “Your friends are in danger, but they’re bait, not targets.”

“And me?”

“You’re something else entirely.” Her expression changed. Hardening. “A piece in a game you don’t fully understand yet.”

Callen tensed, preparing to attack again, to capture her if necessary. But Kira suddenly flung something to the ground between them. Smoke billowed upward, thick and acrid, forcing Callen to stumble back, eyes watering.

By the time the smoke cleared, she was gone.

Or almost gone. As Callen extended the drift, he caught a flicker of her presence retreating rapidly through the forest. But she had left something behind—a small metal disk, no larger than a coin, lying where she had stood.

He approached cautiously, extending the drift to check for traps before picking it up. The disk was warm to the touch, crafted from what appeared to be the same metal as the device they had taken from the Baron’s messenger. Etched into its surface was a map—simple but precise, showing landmarks he recognized and one location clearly marked with a symbol resembling interlocking rings.

The location was far from their path to the sanctuary, in mountains to the west that bordered the northern territories where Stark was operating.

Turning the disk over, Callen found words inscribed in a flowing script: If you want to save them, come alone.

The rain fell harder as Callen stared at the message, trying to decipher its meaning. Save who? Elhan and Shendra? The sanctuary? Or was it something else entirely?

He pocketed the disk and hurried in the direction Shendra had fled, tracking her through the drift. The wound in his shoulder throbbed with each movement, but he pushed the pain aside, focusing on finding his companions before the Black Veil did.

An hour later, soaked through and increasingly concerned, Callen detected familiar the drift signatures ahead—both Elhan and Shendra, moving together toward what his senses identified as a small structure. The outpost at Three Bridges, closer than he had estimated.

He found them inside the small waystation, a simple stone building with wooden shutters and a thatched roof that leaked in several places. Elhan had a cut across his forehead, while Shendra looked exhausted but unharmed.

“Callen,” Elhan said when he entered. “We thought you’d been captured.”

“Nearly,” Callen said, securing the door behind him. “I encountered Kira.” Callen removed his wet cloak and examined the wound in his shoulder. “She’s more than she appeared. Drift trained. Skilled enough to counter my techniques.”

“I thought only Black Veil got that training.”

He took a deep breath. “So did I, but I know what I felt.” He described the brief confrontation, Kira’s strange warning, and the disk she had left behind.

Shendra studied the etched map carefully. “This location,” she said, pointing to the marked spot. “It’s in the western mountains. Far from our path to the sanctuary.”

“You know it’s a trap,” Elhan said.

“Possibly,” Callen agreed. “But there’s something else happening here. I’m not sure what she’s involved in, but it’s… not fully what it appears.”

“She wants something else from you,” Shendra said.

Callen nodded. “The question is what.”

They spent the evening discussing options while tending to their wounds. The outpost contained basic supplies—dried food, clean water, and rudimentary medical equipment. A messenger bird was secured in a small coop attached to the rear of the building, providing a means to send word to the sanctuary.

As Shendra prepared a healing poultice for his shoulder, Callen noticed her studying him with a troubled expression.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Your drift,” she said. “It’s changing.”

“How?”

She pressed the poultice against his wound, her fingers lingering to feel the energy flowing beneath his skin. “I’m not entirely sure. I can see it, whereas I could not before. Now, when your emotions spike, I see scales beneath the surface. And some of the techniques you’ve used lately—you were never trained in those.”

Callen hadn’t consciously registered the changes, but Shendra’s observation confirmed what he’d begun to suspect. The dragon-scale book was affecting him—not just teaching him new techniques, but actually changing how the drift manifested.

“The book seems to be opening me to knowledge. Maybe transferring it. I don’t know. But it’s useful.”

“Dangerous, still. It’s uncontrolled, like your use of the link.”

He nodded. She wasn’t wrong, but there didn’t seem to be much that he could do about that now. They needed everything that he had learned from the book, and probably would need much more.

Elhan joined them. “The perimeter is secured as best as I can. So what now? Continue to the sanctuary to warn them, or follow this mysterious message?”

The question hung between them, heavy with implications. The sanctuary needed warning about the Baron and Stark’s plans. Amara and Nora might be in danger if the Black Veil knew their location. Yet Kira’s message suggested another threat—something dire enough to warrant the risk of a potential trap.

Callen touched the dragon-scale book through his shirt, feeling its warmth against his skin. The drift flowing through him had changed, becoming something both more and less than human. Whether he could control these changes—or would eventually be consumed by them—remained uncertain.

“We send warning to the sanctuary,” Callen decided, pulling out the messenger bird. “Then I follow Kira’s map.”

“Alone?” Elhan asked. “I imagine that’s exactly what they want.”

“We need information about what Stark is planning. And I’m the only one who might be able to get it and survive.”

“You don’t know that,” Shendra said. “The changes happening to you—they’re accelerating. Every use of the drift, every connection to the dragon, pushes you further from human. You need control, which you don’t have.”

“That’s why I need to understand what’s happening,” Callen said. “And need to do so before Stark succeeds with what he’s planning.”

Thunder rolled overhead, rain beating against the outpost’s roof in rhythmic pulses that seemed to match the drift flowing through Callen’s veins. Outside, darkness had fallen completely, but his enhanced senses detected movement in the forest surrounding them—Black Veil, maintaining distance but never withdrawing.

They were being watched, assessed, contained. Somewhere to the north, Stark continued whatever terrible work he had begun. Callen couldn’t help but feel that the time for caution had passed.

They needed answers, whatever the risk.


Chapter Twenty-Four


DIVERGENT PATHS


Rain drummed against the outpost’s roof, creating a constant background sound as Callen studied the metal disk Kira had left him. The map etched into its surface seemed to shimmer in the lantern light, the marked location in the western mountains drawing his gaze. Outside, darkness had completely enveloped the forest, but his enhanced senses detected the Black Veil maintaining their perimeter—watching, waiting. Everything about their presence out there made him nervous—as he knew he should be.

“We need to decide,” Elhan said, cleaning the dried blood from the cut on his forehead. “The longer we stay here, the more time they have to surround us completely.”

Shendra looked up from where she was preparing a poultice of crushed herbs, the way she worked reminding him so much of Amara as she had mixed different compounds. “The sanctuary needs to be warned. Not just about Stark’s plans, but about Kira. If she’s been feeding information to Black Veil…”

“She has,” Callen said, tucking the disk back into his pocket. “But there’s something more about all of this. She could have captured or killed me in the forest, but instead, she left this.” He tapped his pocket. “She wants me to follow.”

“Into a trap,” Elhan said.

“Probably,” Callen agreed. “But it’s possible that it also leads to answers we need.”

The dragon-scale book pulsed warmly against his chest, as if acknowledging his words. Since their escape from the Black Veil Compound, the book had been changing him. He could feel the power that it worked through him now, flowing in ways that he didn’t fully control. Nor did he think he wanted to.

After glancing to the messenger birds still in the coop, Callen moved to the small writing desk in the corner of the outpost, pulling out a sheet of parchment. “The sanctuary needs a warning regardless of what else we do.”

He detailed everything they had learned: Stark’s northern operations, the Baron’s involvement, the sacrifices of compatible subjects, the awakening of dormant power. He described what Kira had done, and what he remained concerned that she might continue to do.

When he finished, he added an additional note, suggesting to Amara to get Nora away. Whether she would do that was another matter. Considering the danger to the sanctuary, it was possible that she’d decide that it made sense to keep with them for protection.

And it might be.

That was the hardest part of all of this for him—that he couldn’t be there to protect them though he wanted to.

He folded the message and sealed it with wax dripped from the lantern. Elhan brought one of the messenger birds from its small coop, a sleek gray creature that looked bred for speed.

“Will it fly in this storm?” Shendra asked as thunder rumbled overhead.

“These birds are bred for it,” Elhan said, attaching the message to the bird’s leg. “And the sanctuary needs this information.”

They moved to the door, opening it just enough to release the bird into the night. For a moment, the tiny creature seemed to hesitate against the driving rain, then spread its wings and disappeared into the darkness.

Callen closed the door, turning back to his companions. “Now we need to decide on our next steps.”

“The sanctuary—” Elhan began.

“Is days away,” Callen interrupted, “and we’re being watched. If we all travel together, we’ll never make it through the Black Veil perimeter. They want something.” He placed his hand over the book beneath his shirt. “This knowledge, or me, or both.”

“The answer is obvious,” Shendra said. “We have to separate. Draw their attention in different directions.”

That was what he’d come to think, as well, as difficult as it might be to do. “If we do, then I’ll follow Kira’s map. It’s what she’s expecting, and it may be our best chance to understand what Stark is planning.” He looked at Elhan. “You and Shendra should head east for a day, then circle back toward the sanctuary through the forest passages you know.”

“It’s too dangerous,” Elhan said. “Whatever awaits at that location on the map, you’d be facing it alone.”

“I’m not sure I’d be truly alone,” Callen said quietly, his hand still resting over the book. “And my abilities give me advantages neither of you have.”

Shendra approached, her weathered hand coming to rest on his arm. “You don’t have control, Callen. Every time you connect to the dragon, every time you use the knowledge from that book, you risk losing yourself without a proper anchor.”

“I know,” Callen said. “That’s why I need to understand what’s happening. The answers may be where Kira is leading me.”

Silence fell between them, broken only by the storm.

Finally, Elhan nodded reluctantly. “If we’re going to do this, we should prepare properly,” he said.

They spent the next hour dividing their limited supplies. Elhan checked his weapons while Shendra prepared additional healing poultices, wrapping them carefully in oiled cloth to protect them from the rain. Unlike the others who were making preparations, Callen took a seat on the floor, the book open on his lap.

The pages remained blank at first glance, then began to fill with flowing script as he extended the drift into the book. The book responded not just to his touch but to his intent—revealing information he sought rather than following a fixed structure. Sometimes it seemed to offer information that he hadn’t realized that he needed—not yet, at least. That was what he needed to come to understand now. He had to know if the book could be controlled. If the power in it could be controlled.

“Show me what he’s after in the western mountains,” he whispered to it.

The pages rippled, text and images flowing across the surface. Ancient symbols formed and reformed, gradually resolving into illustrations of mountain peaks surrounding a structure built into stone—a temple or fortress, though he wasn’t quite sure which.

Images shifted again, showing chambers carved into living rock and circular platforms where figures stood with arms outstretched toward the sky. In one illustration, a partially transformed Singer stood at the center of concentric rings etched into stone—scales covering portions of their body while they held what appeared to be a metal object that glowed with the same energy flowing through their scaled hands.

That had to be an anchor.

The book wanted him to find an anchor.

If only he could.

The image stabilized, details becoming clearer. The anchor wasn’t just a metal object but something crafted specifically for the individual Singer—carrying elements of their physical self while incorporating materials that resonated with their unique energy pattern.

As he studied, he remembered what he’d seen and read. Creating it required dragon fire and willing intent from both Singer and dragon. Something that carried between both.

If Callen hoped to control his transformation, he would need more than the techniques Shendra had taught him. He would need a true anchor, created with the dragon’s cooperation.

So what was Kira after?

That was the question he didn’t have a good answer for.

He closed the book as Elhan approached with a small pack.

“Extra provisions,” he said. “Not much, but enough for three days if you’re careful.”

“Thank you,” Callen said, accepting the pack.

“What did you find?” Elhan asked, nodding toward the book.

“I’m not sure, but I think the location is a place where I can learn about anchors. And maybe I can find what I need to control the transformation.”

“Or Stark might find what he needs to complete his work,” Elhan countered.

“That’s possible,” he admitted.

Probable, he hated to acknowledge, but needed to.

Shendra joined them, carrying three small vials sealed with wax. “For your wound,” she said, handing them to Callen. “One each day. The last contains something a bit stronger. Only use it if absolutely necessary.”

Callen accepted the vials, tucking them into his pack without asking what stronger meant. He trusted Shendra’s knowledge of Pyrin remedies, even those that might skirt the boundaries of conventional healing.

“We should leave at first light,” he said, glancing toward the shuttered window. “The storm is passing. We’ll have better visibility soon. It’ll be easier to move in the daylight.”

They spent the remaining hours preparing. He needed rest, but it would be elusive, especially with his mind working the way that it was. Callen checked and rechecked his weapons, paying particular attention to his scaled sword. It was the first anchor he’d made—even if imperfect.

Or was it?

He’d forged other items of power, so it was possible that they were equally useful, or perhaps just his first foray into anchors before knowing what they were, before understanding how he needed power like that.

As the first light of dawn seeped through the cracks in the shutters, they gathered at the door.

“Head east for at least half a day,” Callen said. “I’ll keep moving and try to draw them away as well.”

Elhan nodded. “And you? How will you find us again?”

“I’ll follow the drift,” Callen said. “Yours, and the sanctuary’s. Once I’ve learned what I can, I’ll come for you.”

“Be careful,” Shendra said. “Remember that control comes from balance, not dominance. The more you fight the transformation, the more it will fight you.”

Callen placed his hand over the book, debating. It might be better to send it with Shendra. Safer, at least. But the book was meant for someone like him. He needed it—and the knowledge that could be found within. “I’ll remember.”

They opened the door to a forest still damp from the storm. The air smelled of wet earth and pine, morning light filtering through the canopy. Callen extended the drift outward, mapping the positions of the Black Veil who had maintained their vigil through the night.

“Eight of them,” he said quietly. “Four to the north and east, four to the south and west. They’re spread thin enough that we can slip past if we move quickly and separately.”

But why were they just waiting?

That was something that Callen wasn’t entirely sure that he knew—or understood. There had to be a reason for their hesitation. More than just waiting to see what they would do.

“Good luck,” Elhan said, clasping Callen’s forearm. “We’ll see you at the sanctuary.”

Shendra simply nodded, her expression conveying what words couldn’t.

They separated at the outpost’s threshold—Elhan and Shendra moving east through the dripping underbrush while Callen took a more circuitous route toward the west. For the first hour, he deliberately left signs of his passage, breaking branches and disturbing the forest floor more than necessary. Once he detected movement behind him—Black Veil following his trail—he increased his pace. He didn’t sense Kira, though had begun to wonder if he would.

By midday, he had covered significant ground, alternating between running and a steady walk that ate the miles. The metal disk in his pocket felt increasingly warm, as if responding to his proximity to whatever awaited at the marked location. The distant mountains had materialized from the morning haze, their jagged peaks rising against the western sky.

That’s when he felt it—a familiar presence brushing against the edge of his awareness. Not the dragon this time, but a subtler the drift that he had come to recognize. Despite moving as quickly as he had, she’d kept pace.

Something that she should not have been able to do, not with his dragon connection. Could she have a connection of her own?

“I know you’re there,” Callen called, stopping in a small clearing.

For several heartbeats, nothing moved. Then Kira stepped from behind a massive oak, her dark clothing blending with the shadows beneath the trees. She carried no visible weapons, though Callen didn’t doubt she was armed.

“You came alone,” she said, her expression unreadable. “Good.”

“Did I have a choice?” Callen asked. “You made it clear what would happen to my friends otherwise.”

Something flickered across her face—not quite guilt, but perhaps regret. “I needed you to follow. This was the most efficient way.”

“Following orders?”

Kira’s eyes narrowed slightly. “The lines aren’t as clear as you might think, Nightshade.”

“Then clarify them for me,” Callen said, his hand resting on his sword hilt. “What do you want from me?”

“Not just from you,” she replied. “With you.” She gestured toward the distant mountains. “There are places with knowledge that neither of us can access alone. Places to learn about the dragons. About transformations and anchors.”

“And why would you help me? What does Stark gain?”

A bitter smile touched Kira’s lips. “Help you?” With that, he thought he might understand. This was for her, not him. “You think you understand what’s happening, but you’ve only seen fragments of the whole.”

Before Callen could respond, the scaled knife at his belt gave a warm pulse—a warning. The drift flared outward, detecting multiple figures converging on their position.

“We’ve been followed,” he said, drawing his sword. The blade hummed in his hand, as if awaiting the fight, scales glowing faintly blue in the sunlight.

“Not followed,” Kira said. “Intercepted. There’s a difference.”

She moved with startling speed, drawing concealed blades from her sleeves as the first attackers appeared at the clearing’s edge. Not Black Veil as Callen had expected, but figures in strange armor he didn’t recognize—dark plates fitted over scaled limbs, faceless helmets that covered their heads completely.

“These are more than Black Veil. They are the elite,” Kira said. “The fully transformed.”

The implications sent a chill through Callen. These weren’t just trained Black Veil but something else—people who had undergone changes similar to what threatened him, but directed by Stark’s will rather than the natural connection Callen shared with the dragon.

And these were people who had wanted the power.

Do I not?

He tried not to think about that. He didn’t want to change, not as they had. Scales covered every visible inch of flesh, making them more—and less—than they were before.

The first attacker charged, moving with inhuman speed.

Callen barely deflected the blow, the force of it sending pain shooting up his arm.

His scaled sword flashed, catching the light as he countered.

The blade connected with the attacker’s armor, scales against scales, and energy sparked between them.

Callen wasn’t sure if he should be surprised, but Kira engaged two more, her smaller blades flickering as she darted between them.

Her fighting style was nothing like the Black Veil techniques Callen knew—lighter, faster, but equally lethal. And he was forced to realize that he hadn’t seen her as she truly was, a mistake on his part. She was impressive, and far better trained that he would have guessed. She cut one down, then moved to the next.

Try as he might, the transformation spread as he fought—scales spreading from his hands up his arms as the drift surged through him. The book pressed hot against his chest, power flowing from it into him as if responding to his need. His movements quickened, strength increasing as his body changed.

He cut through the first attacker’s defenses. The figure fell, dark blood seeping from the wound. He had barely a pause to react before three more converged on him.

Callen spun, his sword leaving trails of blue light as it sliced through the air.

One attacker staggered back, another fell to a thrust that penetrated armor far more easily than he would have expected.

But the third landed a blow that cut deeply into Callen’s side.

Pain shot through him.

He staggered, scales spreading rapidly across his torso in response to the injury.

Power flooded him, the transformation accelerating beyond his control. His vision sharpened painfully, colors intensifying until everything seemed to blur together. Sounds grew distorted—the clash of weapons, Kira’s voice calling something he couldn’t distinguish, the distant cry of a bird that resonated in his mind like a bell.

The dragon.

The connection formed without conscious effort, awareness expanding beyond the physical. Through the dragon’s eyes, he glimpsed the battle from above—tiny figures moving in the clearing, energy patterns visible as swirling colors around them. Then the perspective shifted, diving toward the conflict with terrible speed.

Callen felt rather than saw the dragon’s arrival—a thunderous impact as it landed at the clearing’s edge, wings creating gusts that bowed the surrounding trees. The attackers turned toward this new threat, weapons raised.

The dragon roared, the sound vibrating through Callen’s transformed body. The attackers closest to the dragon staggered, the drift disrupted by the sound. One fell to his knees, helmet cracking to reveal scaled flesh beneath.

Fire erupted from its jaws, blue-white flames that engulfed two of the attackers.

They screamed as their armor melted, fusing with the scales beneath.

Callen struggled to maintain control, the battle and the dragon’s presence pushing him further into transformation. Scales now covered most of his body, and he could feel changes in his head. Everything throbbed, now painful in ways he’d never felt.

If he let this go on…

I’d be powerful.

But he’d be lost. No more Amara. No more Nora.

Nora…

Thinking of her brought back the memory of her bracelet, which glowed warm. He felt the heat flow through him, felt a hesitation, then felt a bit of the scales receding. Not a lot, but enough to get a hold of himself.

The remaining attackers had fallen back, regrouping at the clearing’s edge opposite the dragon. The dragon itself remained motionless, its massive head turned toward Callen, eyes that held ancient intelligence fixed upon him.

Singer, came the impression—not words, but understanding transmitted directly between them. Danger. Awakening. Prevent.

Each word was a vision. Brief, but intentional.

Images flashed through Callen’s mind—the northern site where Stark worked, a dormant form encased in ice, energy patterns being manipulated and distorted for purposes they were never intended to serve.

“The other dragon? Is he trying to wake it?”

Not wake. Bind. Control. Corrupt.

A cry of pain drew Callen’s attention back to the clearing. Kira had engaged one of the retreating attackers, but another had circled behind her. As Callen watched, a blade pierced her shoulder, driving her to one knee.

Without thinking, Callen charged.

Why should he help her? After what she’d done…

She could have killed me at any time.

There was more here, more going on, than he knew.

The scaled blade sang through the air, severing the attacker’s arm at the elbow. The figure staggered back. Callen pivoted, striking at the second attacker, but his blade met armor that flashed with a pale yellow light.

Then the dragon attacked.

Its tail lashed out, sweeping the attacker from his feet. The man crashed into a tree trunk with bone-breaking force, sliding to the ground motionless.

Kira clutched her wounded shoulder as Callen glanced at the dragon.

Find lost. Hold. Power.

The dragon’s massive wings extended, creating a downdraft that forced Callen to brace himself. With a powerful leap, it launched skyward, rapidly diminishing to a distant shape against the clouds.

Callen turned to Kira, who had risen unsteadily to her feet. “How hurt are you?” he asked.

“Not so badly that I can’t move.” Her face was pale beneath smears of blood and dirt. “But we need to move. Those weren’t the only ones searching for us.”

“For me, you mean.”

A strange expression crossed her face. “For both of us, actually. My father doesn’t tolerate betrayal.”

“Your father. Stark?”

“It’s a long story. And not one I want to tell.” Kira turned toward the western mountains. “We’ve still a day’s journey. If we hurry, we might reach it before nightfall.”

Callen hesitated, looking back in the direction Elhan and Shendra had gone. Had they encountered similar opposition? Were they safe, or had Stark’s forces captured them as well?

“They’ll be pursued, but not with the same resources directed at us,” Kira said. “My father wants what you’re connected to—and, I suspect, what you carry.” She nodded toward the book beneath his shirt. “And he wants you, preferably alive. Your friends are secondary.”

Small comfort, but better than nothing. Callen checked his wound, finding it already partially healed—another effect of the transformation. He resheathed his sword, the blade still humming faintly with residual energy.

“Lead the way,” he said to Kira. “But understand this—if this is a trap, if you’re leading me to him⁠—”

“It’s not,” she interrupted. “At least, not in the way you think.” She met his gaze directly. “You’re not the only one who wants to stop what he’s doing in the north.”

With that, she turned and moved toward the western mountains.


Chapter Twenty-Five


SECRETS OF THE ANCIENTS


The western mountains loomed before them, jagged peaks cutting into the cloudless sky. Callen followed Kira along a barely visible path that wound upward through increasingly sparse vegetation. His wound had mostly healed—another effect of the transformation that both relieved and troubled him. The scales had receded from most of his body, but patches remained on his forearms, a constant reminder of what threatened to consume him.

Kira moved with surprising speed despite her injured shoulder. She hadn’t spoken much since they’d left the clearing where the dragon had intervened, her face set in determined concentration. Occasionally, she would pause to check landmarks, as would Callen using the drift, confirming their route before continuing onward.

“How much further?” Callen asked as they rounded a sharp bend in the path.

“Not far,” Kira replied, her voice clipped. “There’s an entrance hidden in the rock face ahead.”

Callen extended the drift outward, seeking any signs of pursuit or ambush. The mountains felt different from the forests—ancient, with deeper patterns of vibration that made precise detection more challenging. He sensed nothing immediate, though a lingering awareness of the dragon remained at the edges of his perception.

“Your father,” Callen said, breaking the silence that had stretched between them. “Stark. How long have you been working against him?”

The question was a bit of a gamble. He didn’t know she was working against him but suspected that to be the case. And if she were, her presence in the sanctuary might not have been as a spy. That didn’t mean that he had a good sense of why she had been there, though.

Kira’s pace faltered briefly, then steadied. “It’s complicated.”

“Uncomplicate it.”

She stopped, turning to face him. The afternoon sun left strange shadows racing along her features, highlighting a scar along her jawline that Callen hadn’t noticed before.

“He started using me when I was twelve,” she said, her voice flat. “He wanted to know if I carried the right bloodline. He said he was looking for compatibility with something he’d explain later.” She was quiet a moment. “I didn’t know it was because he wanted to chase the dragon power.”

He thought of Nora, almost at that age. Disgust churned his stomach. “Your own father used you?”

“He sees it as a gift,” Kira said, her mouth twisting in a bitter smile. “Offering me power that would make me something more and remove limitations. Transformation into something greater.” She pulled down the collar of her shirt, revealing scaled patterns that spread across her collarbone and up her neck—not temporary like Callen’s, but permanent. “This is what his ‘gift’ looks like.”

Callen studied the scales—similar to those that appeared on his own skin during transformation, but different somehow. Less alive, more forced.

“When did you start working against him?”

“When I realized what he intended to do with the dormant dragon. When I understood what he’s becoming.” She turned away, continuing up the path. “The man who was my father is disappearing piece by piece. What’s replacing him is… something else.”

Callen followed, processing her words. “And the Baron? How does he fit into all this?”

“He funds the research, provides access to ancient texts, in exchange for test subjects,” Kira replied over her shoulder. “He pretends to serve my father’s obsession, but it’s the other way around. The Baron is the one truly in control.”

The path ended abruptly at a sheer rock face. Kira approached it, running her hands along the stone until she found what she was looking for—a series of barely visible symbols carved into the surface. She pressed them in a specific sequence. For a moment, nothing happened. Then a low rumble vibrated through the mountainside as a section of stone slid inward, revealing a dark passage.

“How did you know about this place?” Callen asked.

“I followed the Baron’s men here months ago. They took rubbings of the writings inside, but left most of it intact. They were searching for specific information.”

The passage beyond was narrow, with walls of smoothly cut stone that spoke of ancient, careful craftsmanship. Symbols similar to those in the dragon-scale book lined the corridors, glowing faintly when Callen passed.

“They recognize you,” Kira observed. “Dragon Singer blood.”

“Don’t you have that too? Isn’t that why your father wanted to use you?”

She was quiet a moment. “I think… he hoped that I would, but I didn’t meet his expectations. I don’t think that I could.”

They continued deeper, the passage gradually widening until it opened into a vast chamber carved directly into the mountain. The ceiling rose far above them, supported by massive columns inscribed with intricate patterns. At the chamber’s center stood a stone dais, upon which rested a metallic object about the size of a man’s head—a sphere composed of interlocking rings that could be manipulated into different configurations.

“What is this place?” Callen asked, his voice echoing in the cavernous space.

“A temple,” Kira replied. “One of several built by Dragon Singers long ago to study and commune with dragons. This one was dedicated to something they called ‘balancing’. I’m still not sure what that means, but I think it was something about holding onto who they were while drawing on the dragon.”

Callen approached the dais, the dragon-scale book warming against his chest. The sphere seemed to respond to his presence, the rings shifting slightly with soft clicking sounds.

“Anchors,” he said, understanding dawning. “This is where they created them.”

“I think so,” Kira said. “From what I’ve been able to tell. The Baron’s men took some of the instructions, but not everything. They were focused only on what could be used to control the dormant power in the north, not on holding onto control—and not losing it either.”

Callen circled the dais, studying the inscriptions carved into its base, thinking about the anchors that he knew, though he wasn’t sure that he understood. His hand went unconsciously to his wrist, where Nora’s bracelet remained. The copper beads seemed to warm at his touch, and suddenly he understood.

“Nora infused this bracelet with her fire, her energy. It’s been acting as a partial anchor all this time—helping me resist full transformation. There’s something about the emotional aspect that matters.”

“I don’t know. That makes sense. My father believed the dragons didn’t have emotion. They borrowed it. That’s part of what they gained—a measure of control over the anger.”

That was an interesting thought, and one that Callen wasn’t sure that he knew what to make of. There had to be something for the dragons, though. They wouldn’t be open to having a connection if there was nothing.

Callen continued examining the chamber. Along the walls, recessed shelves held artifacts—what looked like tools for working metal, small sculptures that might have been old anchors, even a few tablets that had been preserved.

“There’s something else here,” Kira said, examining another section of the chamber. She pointed to a detailed map carved into the wall, similar to the one they’d found in the archives but more extensive. Locations were marked with the distinctive spiral symbol, including one that matched what he knew to be in the north, with additional symbols surrounding it.

“The northern site,” Callen said, moving closer. “Where Stark is working.” He traced the symbols with his fingers, wishing Shendra were there to help with the translation. “He thinks there’s a dragon?”

“I don’t know. They claim there’s power they can access—and drain. And if they succeed, the Lord Regent would have an unstoppable weapon.”

Callen moved to another section of the chamber, where ancient stone tablets were arranged along the wall. As he approached, the dragon-scale book warmed against his chest, seeming to resonate with the ancient writing.

“I wish Shendra were here,” he said, though it was mostly to himself. The elder might be able to translate what he found, and if so, then he might be able to know what these ancients had documented. It felt like such significant writing was here, but he didn’t know enough about it to benefit from it.

As Callen backed away from the advancing construct, he noticed something strange about the tablets. Unlike the other walls covered in detailed instructions, this section appeared incomplete—deliberately so. Entire sections had been chiseled away, leaving smooth depressions where text should have been.

“They destroyed it,” he realized, understanding dawning. “The ancient Dragon Singers destroyed some of their own knowledge. They didn’t want that knowledge misused,” Callen said. “That’s what Stark and the Baron are searching for—and why they can’t find it.”

He was about to continue moving through the chamber when a pulse of the drift warning surged through him. He spun toward the entrance, sword already drawn.

“We’re not alone,” he said quietly. Callen extended the drift. “The same type we fought in the clearing—transformed soldiers. We need whatever knowledge we can take from this place. I’ll hold them off. You gather what you can.”

Kira hesitated, then nodded sharply. She moved to the shelves, quickly examining scrolls and tablets before selecting several to stuff into her pack.

Callen positioned himself near the chamber entrance, his scaled sword humming in anticipation. The book pressed hot against his chest, power flowing from it into him. He fought to control the transformation, allowing scales to form along his arms while keeping his mind clear.

He felt the scales spreading further up his arms, reaching his shoulders now. The ancient power in this place was enhancing the transformation, making it harder to control. Each minute they remained increased the risk.

The first attacker appeared at the entrance—not fully transformed like Callen had expected, but something far more disturbing. The soldier’s body was a patchwork of human skin and scales, the transition between them raw and inflamed. One side of his face remained human—a young man from his visible eye—while the other had erupted into blue-black scales that spread down his neck and across his chest in uneven, almost cancerous patterns.

“What in the gods?” Callen whispered.

The creature—the man—moved with jerky, uncoordinated speed. His weapon trembled in a hand half-consumed by scales, fingers fused together into claw-like appendages.

Callen met the charge, his sword connecting with the attacker’s blade. Energy rippled between them as the drift clashed—but unlike the steady patterns Callen had learned, this soldier’s the drift pulsed chaotically.

Two more attackers entered the chamber—both showing similar signs of partial, painful transformation. One dragged a leg where scales had fused the knee joint, while the other’s torso bulged asymmetrically where dragon features struggled to emerge. Their armor had been modified to accommodate these deformities, metal plates strapped directly to scaled flesh in places.

“These are his failures,” Kira breathed behind him. “The ones who survived the process but couldn’t control it.”

They were experiments gone wrong, subjects whose bodies had rejected transformation but hadn’t died.

Callen spun away from a second strike.

He adjusted his attack just as a fourth soldier lurched into the chamber, this one more grotesquely transformed than the others. His chest had split open, revealing ribs that had reshaped into something resembling a cage of interlocking scales. When he opened his mouth to scream, flames licked between teeth that had elongated into fangs.

The transformed man charged, his movements more fluid than the others. Scales spread across his skin even as Callen watched.

Callen channeled the drift through his sword, meeting the charge head-on.

Callen didn’t hesitate. His scaled sword slid past the soldier’s guard, finding the pulsing center in the man’s chest. The blade sank deep, and for an instant, the drift connected them—Callen felt something that suggested relief before light faded from his eyes.

Now the others flanked Callen. He reached deeper into the drift, channeling energy through his scaled sword. The blade’s blue glow intensified, leaving trails of light as he parried and struck.

One attacker fell, clutching a severed arm. The other pressed forward, forcing Callen back toward the center of the chamber. Three more entered, spreading out to surround him.

Callen felt the transformation accelerating further—scales now spreading across his chest, the heat of them burning beneath his clothing. If they stayed much longer, he might not be able to reverse the process.

“Callen!” Kira called from across the chamber. She stood beside a section of wall that had slid open, revealing another passage. “I found another way.”

Callen backed away, moving after Kira, while fending off the attacks. He used the drift, but even with that, he didn’t have enough control to overpower what was coming. He could make the floor tremble, but there was too much old power here for him to have any control over.

As they retreated toward the hidden passage, one of the soldiers raised its hand, and fire erupted from its palm—not the natural Pyrin abilities he’d seen from Elhan, but something corrupted, forced.

Kira shoved Callen aside as the flame shot past them, scorching the ancient stone. She wasn’t fast enough to dodge completely—fire caught her shoulder, burning through clothing to the scaled skin beneath.

She staggered, a cry of pain escaping her lips.

Callen reacted. He channeled the drift into the floor beneath the attackers. The stone vibrated, then cracked, opening fissures that spread rapidly across the chamber floor. Everything became unstable in a way that it hadn’t been before.

The floor’s collapse sent several of the transformed soldiers plummeting into darkness. The ancient construct, too heavy for the damaged stone, began to sink as the floor gave way beneath it. Its arms flailed, striking wildly as it disappeared into the growing chasm.

The distraction gave them the seconds they needed. Callen grabbed Kira’s uninjured arm, pulling her into the hidden passage, racing into the darkness. The passage beyond sloped upward, narrower than the entrance corridor. Kira leaned heavily against Callen, her breathing labored.

“How badly are you hurt?” he asked.

“I don’t know. We should go quickly.”

“We need to get out of this place,” Callen said, feeling the scales continuing to spread across his body. “The longer we stay, the worse the transformation gets.”

From her unstable breathing, he suspected she was more badly hurt than she wanted to admit. Callen considered saying something, but Kira had a look that suggested she didn’t want to talk, so he didn’t.

They continued upward, the passage occasionally branching. Callen focused on the drift, but realized he didn’t need to direct them. Kira suggested their path with terse instructions—left, then right, then upward again.

“What did you find?” Callen asked as they climbed.

“I don’t know. I took the oldest tablets I could find. I hope it helps.”

After what seemed like hours of climbing, they emerged onto a narrow ledge high on the mountainside. The sun was setting, casting long shadows across the valleys below. Wind whipped around them, cold against Callen’s face.

As they stepped out of the mountain, Callen felt the transformation’s progress slow. He looked down at his arms, relieved to see that while the scales had spread further than before, they were no longer advancing.

Kira collapsed against the rock face. The burn on her shoulder looked severe, the scales beneath blackened and cracked.

“Let me see that,” Callen said, kneeling beside her.

He examined the wound, remembering the salves Shendra had given him. He reached into his pack, retrieving one of the vials. The liquid inside was cool to the touch but warmed quickly as he applied it to Kira’s shoulder.

“Why did you push me aside?” he asked quietly as he worked. “You could have let the fire hit me.”

Kira’s eyes met his, something complicated in their depths. “Because I need you alive to stop my father.” She hesitated. “Not everyone deserves what’s happening to them. What happened to me.”

Callen finished treating the wound, securing a bandage from his pack over it. “What your father did to you—experimenting on his own daughter…”

“It wasn’t always like that,” Kira said, a distant look in her eyes. “Before the Baron, before the dragon fragments, he was different. Driven, yes. Cold, sometimes. But not… whatever he’s becoming.” She shifted, wincing at the movement.

They had to get to the sanctuary. He didn’t know what else would happen, but that seemed to be the key here. Get there, and move Amara and Nora to safety.

And the others.

Not that he needed to be responsible for them, he knew. Lysara and her people could protect them. But he had to do something. “We need to reach the sanctuary. The Baron wouldn’t have gone there without purpose.”

As they prepared to continue, Callen felt a familiar pressure against his awareness—the dragon, circling somewhere nearby, watching. He reached for the connection cautiously, not seeking full immersion but a simple acknowledgment.

Hurry, came the impression. Time short.

Callen turned toward the east, where the sanctuary lay hidden in distant mountains. Whatever the Baron planned, whatever Stark was doing in the north, they were running out of time to stop it.


Chapter Twenty-Six


DISTANT WARNINGS


Callen sat cross-legged on the narrow ledge as twilight descended, his back against the cold stone, watching as Kira slept fitfully beside him. The burn on her shoulder had responded well to Shendra’s salve, the blackened scales gradually regaining their luster, but the pain had clearly taken its toll.

He’d insisted she rest while he kept watch, though his thoughts were far from restful. The temple had contained knowledge they desperately needed—ancient wisdom about anchors, about controlling transformation, about the dormant power Stark sought to awaken. They’d escaped with only fragments, tablets and scrolls hastily gathered in Kira’s pack that might hold answers if they could decipher them.

The dragon-scale book pulsed warm against his chest, as if sensing his troubled thoughts. Since their escape from the temple, it had grown more responsive, more aware. Sometimes he felt it reaching for him rather than the other way around, offering knowledge before he knew to seek it.

Callen withdrew the book, opening it on his lap. In the fading light, the pages glowed with their own inner light. Text formed and flowed, responding to his unspoken questions about what they’d discovered.

“Anchors serve as tethers to consciousness during transformation,” he read, the writing translating itself directly into understanding rather than specific words. “Created through willing sacrifice and connection, they carry the essence of both Singer and dragon, allowing power to flow without consuming identity.”

His fingers traced the shifting text. According to the book, true anchors required more than just metal and skill; they needed dragon fire freely given, materials carefully chosen to resonate with the Singer’s unique pattern, and elements of both human and dragon freely offered.

Nora’s bracelet warmed against his wrist, the copper beads catching the last light of day. Not a true anchor by the ancient standards, perhaps, but powerful in its own way—infused with her fire, her love, her intention to help him remember himself. And it had worked for him. That much he knew to be true.

Whether it would continue to work was another matter.

Callen looked around their meager camp, considering the materials at hand. The book had shown him diagrams of anchors—complex arrangements of metal and stone infused with purpose. Could he create something similar? Something stronger than Nora’s bracelet to help control the increasingly powerful transformations?

He gathered what he had—a small copper coin from his pocket, a sharp stone from the ledge, strands pulled from his shirt. Working by the faint light of the moon, he attempted to fashion something resembling the simplest anchor design shown in the book.

“What are you doing?” Kira asked, watching his efforts.

“Trying to make an anchor. Something to help control the transformation.”

She frowned. “Without dragon fire? Without proper materials?”

“I have to try something,” Callen muttered, focusing intently on his work. “The transformations are getting harder to control.”

When the crude arrangement was complete, Callen held it in his palm and channeled the drift through it as the book had described. For a moment, nothing happened. Then pain shot through his hand, radiating up his arm as the makeshift anchor sparked and burned against his skin. He dropped it with a stifled cry.

“Callen!” Kira moved to his side, examining his palm where an angry burn had formed.

“Failed experiment,” he managed through gritted teeth. “The book wasn’t exaggerating about proper materials and preparation.”

Kira applied some of Shendra’s salve to the burn. “You can’t rush this. True anchors require specific elements, specific timing. My father spent years researching them.”

“We don’t have years,” Callen said, flexing his injured hand. “Or even days. Anchors are complex. I’m not sure how to make them, and the book doesn’t provide the answer. Controlling the transformation requires more deliberation than what your father has been forcing.”

Kira’s mouth twisted into a bitter smile. “My father doesn’t care about balance or control—not for himself, and certainly not for those he experiments on. He wants power, and he believes suffering is an acceptable price for obtaining it.”

A gust of cold wind swept across the ledge, carrying the scent of pine and distant snow. And then something more, something deep and visceral.

Callen shivered from a sudden awareness pressing against his mind—the dragon, circling somewhere in the darkness above, its consciousness brushing against his own. He reached for the connection. Through the dragon’s eyes, mountains spread beneath them, moonlight silvering peaks and valleys. Its flight path had purpose—circling, searching, watching. Callen sensed concern flowing through their connection as the dragon’s gaze turned eastward.

Toward the sanctuary.

A sudden flash of fragmented images overwhelmed him—disjointed glimpses that came like half-remembered dreams: shadowy figures moving through trees, flickering torchlight on stone, people gathering. Among these fragments, a single impression burned clearer than the rest—a man with an authoritative bearing whose features seemed familiar though Callen had never seen him. Something reminded him of Amara, and Callen knew instinctively: Baron Selwyn was near the sanctuary.

“Callen?” Kira’s voice seemed to come from a great distance. “What do you see?”

He struggled to maintain both the connection and his awareness of the physical world, scales rippling across his forearms as power surged through him. “The sanctuary,” he managed. “I can see the sanctuary.”

Focusing the drift, Callen refined the connection, directing it specifically toward what was happening at the sanctuary right now. The dragon responded, its consciousness merging more deeply with his own, enhancing his awareness beyond what he could achieve alone.

Callen tried to urge the dragon closer to the sanctuary, seeking clearer understanding of what was happening there. The dragon seemed to respond at first, its consciousness drawing nearer to where he sensed Amara and Nora might be. He felt the dragon’s awareness shifting toward the sanctuary walls, carrying him with it.

He pushed harder, trying to see more, to understand what dangers they faced. The dragon moved closer still, its consciousness brushing against the sanctuary’s outer boundaries.

Then something changed.

A violent surge of energy pulsed through their connection—not from the sanctuary, but from the far north. The dragon’s consciousness recoiled, its attention violently pulled toward whatever had happened at Stark’s site.

Callen felt the dragon’s concern.

The connection to the sanctuary thinned as the dragon’s awareness turned northward. Callen tried desperately to maintain the link to where Amara and Nora were, but the dragon was already pulling away, drawn by something powerful enough to command its full attention.

Images flashed through Callen’s mind—Stark standing before a massive stone altar in the northern site, surrounded by transformed soldiers. Complex patterns had been carved into the surrounding rock and ice, glowing with an eerie blue light. Above, the moon hung nearly full in the night sky.

Understanding flowed through the connection.

Callen sensed the urgency in the dragon’s thoughts. If Stark completed whatever he was working on, something irreversible would happen.

The dragon’s consciousness pulled back suddenly, breaking the direct connection to the sanctuary but maintaining the link with Callen. A clear impression flowed between them: Danger. Approaching. Many.

The vision faded. Scales had spread across most of his torso during the vision, the transformation responding to his emotional state as much as the power flowing through him.

“What did you see?” Kira asked.

“The Baron,” Callen said, struggling to steady his breathing. “He’s nearing the sanctuary, possibly already there. The dragon sensed his presence. But something’s wrong. There’s danger approaching—many people, soldiers perhaps.”

Kira’s expression hardened. “It’s a distraction.”

“Something bigger is happening,” Callen finished. “Stark in the north, the Baron at the sanctuary—they’re coordinating.”

“What about Nora? Is she safe?”

Callen hesitated, surprised by Kira’s apparent concern. “For now. But I don’t know how long, especially if the Baron reaches her. If he learns about her potential, she would be valuable to him.”

For experimentation, he didn’t add. He didn’t need to.

Callen leaned forward. “Tell me everything, Kira. No more half-truths or protective omissions. What exactly does the Baron want?”

Kira met his gaze steadily. “The Baron believes an ancient power lies dormant in the northern temple. I’m not sure what it is, as my father never said. It’s not just dragon power, but something like it. He’s after it for the Lord Regent, but my father…”

“What about your father?”

“My father seeks transformation—becoming something beyond human. He believes the dormant power hold the key to completing what he’s begun in himself.” She touched the scales on her neck. “This is just the beginning of what he envisions.”

A quiet hung in the air. “And you? What do you want in all this?”

Kira looked away, her profile sharp against the darkening sky. “To stop it. To make sure no one else suffers what I have. What those transformed soldiers have.” She hesitated. “My father believes I betrayed him because I was too weak to embrace his vision. But I saw what his vision truly was, and I couldn’t stand by while he inflicted it on others.”

Callen considered her words, weighing them against what he’d seen of her actions. “You infiltrated the sanctuary. Why?”

“To find the one the Baron was hunting. To understand what made you different from the others. Why you could control the transformation when everyone else failed or became monstrous.” Her eyes met his again. “And maybe to warn you, when the time came.”

“But you reported to Thorne.”

“I needed protection within the sanctuary. Thorne’s hatred of the drift power—and Black Veil—made him the perfect shield—no one would suspect me of being connected to my father if I were under Thorne’s wing.” A ghost of a smile crossed her face. “And Thorne was easy to manipulate once I gave him a story he wanted to believe.”

“Are there others? Other spies in the sanctuary?”

Kira shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s likely. The Baron doesn’t rely on single sources.”

As he contemplated this, a wave of the drift surged through him, scales spreading rapidly up his neck toward his face. The transformation responded to his fear for Amara and Nora, to his rage at the Baron’s manipulation, to his desperate need to reach them before it was too late. The dragon-scale book burned against his chest, its energy amplifying rather than containing the transformation.

“Callen,” Kira said, moving to kneel before him despite her injured shoulder. “Focus. You need to control this.”

“I can’t,” he said, feeling scales spread across his cheeks, his vision sharpening painfully as his eyes began to change. “It’s too strong.”

“You’ve got the anchor. Use it. Use the bracelet,” Kira said, grabbing his wrist where Nora’s bracelet rested. “Focus on it. Remember what it represents.”

Callen concentrated on the simple woven band, on the copper beads that glowed warm against his skin. Nora had made it for him, infused it with her fire, her love. A reminder of who he was, not what he might become.

And he remembered what Shendra had taught him about how to control that power.

He took a deep breath, trying to steady himself. Gradually, Callen felt the transformation slow, then begin to recede. The scales remained on his arms and much of his torso, but the progression toward his face halted. His breathing steadied as he regained control.

Kira sat back, wincing as the movement pulled at her injured shoulder. “I’ve watched others go through this. You do better than them. Most fight. Those who do seem like they change the fastest. Maybe that’s what my father is after.”

She didn’t argue as they gathered their meager supplies. Callen extended the drift outward, scanning their surroundings. The mountain paths were clear for now, but far to the east, at the edge of his enhanced perception, he detected movement—many figures moving through the valleys that approached the sanctuary. More than the sanctuary would be able to handle themselves.

As they descended from the ledge, following a treacherous path illuminated only by starlight, Callen felt the dragon’s presence recede. It was still watching, still aware, but its focus had shifted elsewhere—perhaps following the approaching force, perhaps returning to monitor Stark’s activities in the north.

One certainty remained: time was running out.

He thought of Amara facing her father, of Nora’s growing powers drawing the Baron’s calculating gaze. Whatever game the Baron was playing, whatever Stark hoped to achieve, they were using people Callen loved as pawns.

The scales on his arms glowed faintly in the darkness as determination surged through him. This time, he didn’t fight the transformation but channeled it, using the enhanced strength and senses it provided to navigate the treacherous mountain paths more swiftly.

They had time, but not much. Somehow, he had to make what he did have be enough.


Chapter Twenty-Seven


RACING SHADOWS


“We need to move faster,” Callen said, scanning the horizon as the sun began to rise over the eastern mountains. They had traveled through most of the night, following game trails and paths that he’d detected using the drift. His muscles ached from the relentless pace, but the fear for Amara and Nora drove him forward.

“The sanctuary is still at least a day away, even at this pace,” Kira said, adjusting the pack containing the tablets they’d salvaged from the temple. The burn on her shoulder had healed quickly—another effect of the scales permanently embedded in her skin—but pain still flickered across her face as they traveled. He didn’t know how badly she’d been hurt—not really—but he suspected.

“Not fast enough,” Callen muttered, extending the drift outward. The mountains felt different with every step. He could sense the valleys stretching before them, the forest paths they still hadn’t reached, and beyond, the faint energy signature of the sanctuary itself. “There has to be a quicker route.”

Callen paused, closing his eyes as he extended the drift outward, following the contours of the land, seeking any faster route to the sanctuary. As his awareness stretched, Callen felt the dragon-scale book warm against his chest, almost guiding his perception. A faint memory flickered through his mind—not his own, but something glimpsed through the dragon’s eyes during one of their connections. A narrow path cutting through the eastern ridge, barely visible from the air but unmistakable to his enhanced senses.

“There is another way,” he said. “A path through the eastern ridge. I can feel it—old and unused.”

“Are you sure?”

“Sure enough. It should speed us along.”

They altered their course, climbing higher along the mountainside until they reached what appeared to be a sheer cliff face. Callen moved confidently to a section that looked no different from the rest, but when he placed his hand against the stone, his fingers found narrow handholds invisible to normal sight.

“Here,” he said, beginning the climb. “This will save us half a day at least.”

The path revealed itself as they ascended—a ledge so narrow that they had to press their backs against the rock face to traverse it. The drop below was dizzying—hundreds of feet of open air ending in jagged rocks.

“I can see why he fears you,” Kira said as they navigated a particularly treacherous section. “I spent months wandering these mountains and never found this.”

Callen glanced back at her, noting the careful way she placed each foot on the narrow ledge. “Your father taught you to scout terrain?”

Kira’s eyes remained fixed on the path beneath her feet. “When I was young. Before he became what he is now.” Her voice carried a complex mixture of emotions—bitterness, grief, and something that might have been longing. “He said a Black Veil who couldn’t map escape routes wasn’t worth training.”

“How young?” Callen asked, remembering what she’d told him about Stark beginning to use her at twelve.

“Eight,” she replied. “When I showed the first signs of the drift ability.”

Callen thought of Nora, close to that age when he’d first found her and Amara. The idea of a father using his own child as a tool, an experiment, made his stomach clench. “And your mother?”

“Died when I was six. An accident, my father said.” Her tone suggested she questioned that explanation. “After that, there was only training, lessons, and later…”

They fell silent as they navigated another narrow section. When they finally reached a wider path, Callen studied her, seeing what he’d overlooked—or had simply not been looking for before. She carried with her the hard edge of someone who had endured. When he’d first met her, he’d thought it that she was Pyrin, or Ashen Oath at the least. Now he understood it for what it was.

“What did he do to you?” he asked quietly.

Kira kept walking, her pace quickening slightly. “Started with the drift training. I had some talent, though it’s not quite like yours.” She fell quiet a moment. “When he found the first dragon fragment, that changed.” She paused, seeming to debate how much to reveal. “Everything changed, I suppose. He needed to know if the fragments would respond to bloodlines, to specific the drift patterns. I was… convenient.”

“He exposed you to the fragments,” Callen said, the realization dawning.

Like Tarek, the merchant, had been exposed—perhaps accidental, and not tested, at least not the way the other subjects were.

She nodded. “The first attempt was the worst. I was fever-ridden for weeks as scales formed and receded.” Her hand unconsciously touched the permanent scales on her neck. “But I survived when others didn’t. That made me more valuable.”

“You’re his daughter. That shouldn’t have been what made you valuable.”

She looked away, and they kept moving.

“And the transformed soldiers? When did that start?”

“After the Baron provided funding and resources. It started with criminals, mostly, offered reduced sentences for participation. Some Pyrin prisoners. A few Black Veil who’d failed in missions.” Her expression hardened. “None of them understood what they were agreeing to.”

They paused at a small stream cascading down the mountainside, the water clear and cold from the snowmelt above. Callen knelt to refill their water skins while Kira kept watch, her eyes constantly scanning their surroundings.

“When did it start?” Callen asked, breaking the silence between them. “Your father’s obsession with dragon power.”

Kira’s gaze remained fixed on the horizon, though her expression shifted slightly. “Long before you joined the Black Veil. I remember him studying ancient texts when I was very young, sometimes disappearing for months to search ruins that weren’t on any map.”

“I always assumed he was just devoted to the Lord Regent’s cause,” Callen said, securing the water skin and standing.

A bitter laugh escaped her. “The Lord Regent was just a means to an end. My father used that position to gain access to restricted sites, to ancient libraries that had been sealed for generations.” She turned to face him. “Do you know how he became Commander of the Black Veil?”

Callen shook his head. “It was before my time. The other trainees spoke of him as if he’d always held the position.”

“He killed his predecessor,” Kira said flatly. “Not openly. A mission that went wrong, or seemed to. But I overheard him once, speaking to someone about how he’d arranged it perfectly. The right mission, the right moment, to eliminate the one person who stood between him and the archives beneath the Compound.”

They resumed walking, following the narrow path as it wound through a stand of twisted pines clinging to the mountainside.

“But it was the Baron who truly changed him,” Kira continued, pushing aside a low-hanging branch. “I remember the night they first met. I was maybe ten years old, supposed to be asleep, but I watched from the shadows as this nobleman arrived at our quarters—elegant, refined, with an authority that made even my father defer.”

“Baron Selwyn,” Callen said.

Kira nodded. “They spoke for hours. I never learned what about, not then, at least. After that, everything accelerated.”

A gust of wind swept through the mountain pass, carrying the scent of coming rain. Callen looked to the darkening sky, calculating how much daylight remained.

“When I was assigned to retrieve the dragon egg,” he said, “did Stark know what it was? What it might do?”

Kira’s eyes met his. “He knew what it was. And he thought you could get it for him, but didn’t think it would, I don’t know, bond you. Did you know that I was there when you delivered it? I saw his face when he realized the egg had already formed a connection with you. Something broke in him that day.”

“And that’s when the worst of the testing began,” Callen said, not a question but a statement.

“Yes. First on others, then on me, then on himself.” She unconsciously touched the scales on her neck. “The Baron kept supplying new information. And he kept pushing.”

They fell silent as they navigated a particularly steep section of the path, but Callen’s mind was filled with the image of Stark and the Baron, two ambitious men feeding each other’s darkest obsessions, with Kira and countless others paying the price for their pursuit of power.

“He wasn’t always like this,” Kira said as they paused to drink from a clear mountain stream. “Ambitious, yes. Cold, definitely. But there was reason behind his methods. Purpose beyond personal power.” Her eyes met his. “But it was all about you and that egg. When he came to believe it was tied to you, you had already abandoned the Black Veil. Then you went after him. The only one who ever did.” She took a deep breath. “And that’s why I risked everything to find you. You might be the only one who can stop what’s coming.”

As the day progressed, they pushed harder, Callen ignoring the burn in his muscles and the growing weariness. The sun had passed its zenith when the drift detected something moving behind them—multiple signatures coming quickly.

“We’re being tracked,” he said, slowing his pace to extend his senses more fully. “Five of them. And several are transformed, I think.”

It was hard to tell that clearly, though. The drift became cloudy when trying to determine that.

Kira’s hand went to the knives at her belt. “How far?”

“Probably an hour behind us.” Callen considered their options. The path ahead would lead them into a narrow valley between steep cliffs—perfect for an ambush, whether sprung or suffered. “We can’t outrun them. Not with you injured.”

“Then what?”

She sounded like the girl she was then, not Stark’s daughter. Not someone scarred by dragon scale.

“Then we fight. On grounds we choose.” Callen scanned the terrain ahead. “There,” he said, pointing to a section where the path narrowed between two massive boulders. “Natural bottleneck. We can force them to come at us one or two at a time.”

She nodded, but he could tell she wasn’t comfortable with the plan. Not injured as she was, and probably not relying on him for protection.

They hurried forward, reaching the chosen spot with enough time to prepare. Callen positioned himself at the narrowest point, his scaled sword drawn and humming with anticipation. Kira climbed one of the boulders.

Callen gripped his sword tighter, feeling the drift flow through the blade. The scales along his forearms began to spread, responding to the approaching danger. This time, he didn’t fight the transformation but directed it, channeling power specifically to enhance his strength and reflexes while maintaining clarity of mind. He had no idea if it would work, but the power felt different this time. Controlled.

For now.

He didn’t know how long it would—or could—last, but he had to try.

The first of their pursuers appeared around a bend in the path—a soldier whose transformation left patches of scales along his skin, clustered densely along one side of his face and down his right arm. His left arm remained mostly human, though the fingers had elongated unnaturally. One eye glowed with an eerie light while the other, still human, darted frantically as if trapped within a body no longer fully under its control.

“Nightshade,” the soldier rasped, his voice distorted as if two throats were trying to speak at once. Recognition flickered in his human eye—this was someone who knew Callen.

The soldier charged forward with uneven movements, one leg dragging slightly while the other propelled him with unnatural speed. Despite the awkward gait, he closed the distance in seconds, the transformed arm raised to strike.

Callen met the charge head-on, his scaled sword clashing against the partially formed claws that had once been a human hand. The impact sent vibrations through his arms, the strength far beyond normal, though the attack lacked coordination.

But Callen’s own partially transformed state matched the soldier’s strength, his enhanced muscles responding with equal force. The scales along his forearms spread further as he engaged, the drift flowing through him in controlled waves rather than the chaotic surge he’d experienced in earlier transformations.

As they struggled, a second attacker appeared, attempting to circle around. Kira sent one of her blades flipping end over end toward them, catching them in the neck.

He had to work quickly.

Callen channeled the drift through his sword, the blade glowing blue as it sliced through scaled flesh. The person collapsed, looking up at him. There was something almost like relief that swept across their features.

Two more appeared, rushing forward together. Callen shifted his stance. He didn’t need the scaled power for everything here. The drift alone could work, he knew.

He stamped his foot, sending a focused pulse of the drift through the ground.

The earth beneath the attackers shuddered, throwing them off balance just long enough for him to strike.

His blade took the first in the chest. As he withdrew the sword, the second slashed at him, blade catching his side. Pain lanced through him, but he was surprised that the scales that now covered his torso prevented the wound from going deep.

Callen spun, the sword leaving a trail of light as it arced through the air and caught the man across the throat. He fell, blood pouring from the wound.

“Callen!”

Kira’s warning came just as a fifth attacker—larger than the others, his transformation different and twisted—launched itself from the cliff above. There was nothing human seeming about him—not any longer.

The man, or creature now, he supposed, descended. Hands curled into claws extended, and power rippled from him.

Callen tapped into his connection to the dragon, scales spreading across his chest and back in a protective layer that he didn’t control.

He raised his sword, channeling the drift through the blade. The weapon flared with power and heat, and he cut through the person, nearly cutting them in half. Its body convulsed, then lay still.

Silence fell over the narrow pass, broken only by Callen’s heavy breathing. Kira crouched above, looking down on him. He was aware of her, feeling her the drift, along with what had been done to her. There was something off about her the drift, though he wasn’t quite sure what it was.

The scales on his body hummed with residual energy, but unlike previous battles, he still could maintain control—directing the power rather than being consumed by it.

“You’re getting better,” Kira said, scrambling carefully down and grabbing her thrown blade. “It looks like you’re controlling it.”

Callen looked down at his scaled arms, flexing his fingers experimentally. The transformation had responded to his will this time, enhancing his abilities without overtaking his mind. “I didn’t fight it,” he said. “We should move.” He resheathed his sword. “There may be more of them.”

They continued their journey, pushing through exhaustion as they hurried the narrow mountain paths. The Pyrin trail he’d detected did save them considerable time, but the day was waning when they reached the forest that surrounded the sanctuary valley.

Callen paused at the forest’s edge, extending the drift to its limits. What he sensed made his blood run cold.

The sanctuary valley lay less than a mile ahead, but the surrounding forest pulsed with military precision—hundreds of signatures moving in coordinated patterns. The Baron’s forces had established a complete perimeter, their drift patterns forming rings that tightened around the sanctuary.

Through his enhanced senses, Callen detected the distinctive signatures of Black Veil interspersed among conventional soldiers—their drift patterns sharper, more controlled. At least ten of them, each one a threat even without the transformation and abilities some now possessed.

Most chilling of all, Callen could detect what wasn’t there—no heightened alerts, no full defensive mobilization within the sanctuary. Despite the massive force assembled outside their walls, the residents remained largely unaware of the true scale of the threat. Whatever preparations Elhan and Shendra might have prompted upon their return, they clearly didn’t comprehend the assault the Baron had planned.

“They’re already here. The Baron’s forces have surrounded the sanctuary.”

From their vantage point, he could see soldiers moving through the trees below, establishing positions around the valley. These weren’t transformed soldiers but conventional forces—the Lord Regent’s troops mixed with what Callen recognized as Black Veil units.

“What about Elhan and Shendra? Did they make it back to warn them?”

Callen shook his head. “I don’t know. I can’t sense them from this distance.” Callen studied the troop movements. “They haven’t attacked yet. They’re still positioning. We might have a small window to get inside before they close the circle completely. There,” he said, pointing to the northeastern section where the forest grew thicker, providing better cover. “If we move now, we might slip through their line.”

“And then what?” she asked.

It was a valid question, one without a good answer. “Then we warn them. Fight if we have to, run if we can.”

They descended swiftly, using every scrap of cover the forest provided. As they drew closer, Callen’s the drift guided them between patrols, through blind spots in their formation. The dragon-scale book pulsed against him, as if knowing he readied to fight.

Night had fallen by the time they reached the outer perimeter of the forces. From their concealed position behind a fallen tree, they could see the soldiers more clearly—men in the Lord Regent’s colors, carrying weapons that glinted dully in the moonlight.

As he started forward, ready to slip past, his sense of the drift picked up on something else—something familiar and unexpected.

The Baron.

And he was already inside.

“Change of plans,” Callen said, turning to Kira. “The Baron is already in the sanctuary. We need to get in there now.”

She nodded. “Lead the way.”

They moved swiftly through the undergrowth, Callen’s enhanced senses guiding them past sentries and through the momentary gap in the perimeter. As they approached the hidden entrance Callen had used when they first arrived at the sanctuary months ago, he felt the drift of the entire valley—hundreds of people, their patterns tense with anticipation of the coming conflict.

And among them, the distinctive signatures of those he sought to protect. Amara, her steady presence a beacon to his senses. Nora, her fire-tinged connection to the drift reaching for him across the distance. Lysara and the council, gathered somewhere in the central chambers. And the Baron, the drift cold, moving through spaces that should have been safe.

They reached the concealed entrance—a narrow fissure in the valley wall disguised by vines and undergrowth. As Callen parted the vegetation, revealing the path beyond, a quiet voice came from the shadows.

“I thought you might use this way.”

Callen’s sword was in his hand before the words were fully spoken, the blade glowing faintly as the drift flowed through it. From the darkness stepped Elhan, his own weapon drawn but not raised.

“Callen,” he said, relief in his voice. Then his eyes fell on Kira, and his expression hardened. “And the traitor.”

“She’s with me,” Callen said. “And we don’t have time for explanations. The Baron is already inside, and his forces are preparing to attack. We need to warn the council about what’s coming. And quickly.”

To his credit, Elhan only nodded.

As they emerged from the passage into the sanctuary itself, Callen was struck by the transformation of the once-peaceful settlement. Barricades had been erected at strategic points, civilians gathered in protected central areas while Ashen Oath fighters took up defensive positions. Torches burned at regular intervals, illuminating grim faces prepared for battle.

Callen was already moving. “Find Lysara. Tell her the Baron is inside and his forces are about to attack. Kira has information about his plans.”

Elhan hesitated, clearly reluctant to leave Kira unwatched. “Can she be trusted?”

“She’s risked her life to get here,” Callen said. “And I’d trust mine with hers.”

That seemed to sway him. With a final nod, Elhan departed, moving swiftly toward the council chambers where Lysara would be coordinating the sanctuary’s defense. Callen continued toward Amara, heading toward their cottage, when he detected the drift signature moving not far from him.

The Baron headed straight toward them and would reach them first.

Scales rippled across Callen’s arms as he broke into a run. Whether the transformation was driven by fear or rage, he couldn’t tell—but this time, he didn’t fight it. Instead, he channeled it, drawing on the power that had once terrified him.

Behind him, Kira called his name, but her voice seemed distant against the roaring in his ears. All that mattered now was reaching Amara and Nora before the Baron could carry out whatever plan had brought him here.

As they approached the healer’s house, a distant horn sounded from the valley’s edge.

The attack had begun.


Chapter Twenty-Eight


BLOOD AND BETRAYAL


Callen sprinted through the sanctuary, his scales expanding on his skin and seeming to pulse with each heartbeat. Around him, the sanctuary had transformed from a place of refuge to a fortress preparing for siege. Ashen Oath moved in ways that he’d seen them training, securing positions and evacuating those who couldn’t fight to the central buildings. The distant horn sounded again, its mournful cry carrying across the valley—the signal that the outer perimeter had been breached.

None of that mattered. Not now.

The drift stretched ahead, seeking familiar patterns. Amara’s steady presence called to him like a beacon, her energy signature unmistakable even among hundreds of others. And next to her, the vibrant flame that was Nora—burning brighter than he remembered.

How much had her power grown?

And why can I feel it so well?

But there was another presence moving toward them. There was something about that energy that was so much like Amara, but so dissimilar was well. There was a coldness within it that Amara didn’t have, and something that he would call a darkness.

“This way,” Callen called back to Kira, who kept pace despite her injury. They rounded a corner, the healer’s house now visible at the end of the narrow lane. Light spilled from its windows, silhouettes moving within.

They were too late.

Through the open door, Callen saw him—Baron Selwyn in the center of the room. He wore traveling clothes of fine quality, a cloak of deep blue draped over his shoulders. Nothing about him suggested the monster Callen had come to know through what he’d done—this was a nobleman making a social call, not the man who’d wanted his daughter and granddaughter murdered.

Amara stood facing her father, her back straight, chin lifted in defiance. Behind her, Nora clutched at her mother’s skirts, eyes wide. Tiny flames flickered at Nora’s fingertips, appearing and disappearing with her nervous breaths—a new development Callen hadn’t seen before.

“Father,” Amara was saying, her voice carrying the chill of a winter storm. “You have no right to be here.”

“My dear,” the Baron said, his tone gentle as if speaking to a confused child, “I’ve spent three years searching for you. Surely a father has the right to see his daughter and grandchild?”

“You lost that right when you had my husband killed.”

The Baron sighed, removing his gloves with deliberate care. “Kiran’s death was regrettable. A miscalculation. I never intended for things to unfold as they did.”

Callen stepped fully through the doorway, scales now covering most of his arms and the warmth that he felt suggesting that they had continued spreading across his chest. The dragon-scale book pressed hot against his skin, resonating with his rising anger.

“Baron Selwyn,” he said, his voice deeper than normal, the drift giving it an echoing quality.

The Baron turned, his composure perfect save for the slight widening of his eyes as he took in Callen’s partially transformed state. “Ah, the Nightshade. I wondered when you might appear.” His gaze flicked to Kira, who had entered behind Callen. “And with my colleague’s wayward daughter, no less. How fascinating.”

“I believe Amara asked you to leave,” Callen said, moving to stand beside Amara. He felt her hand brush against his scaled arm, a touch that simultaneously grounded him and ignited his protective instinct.

The Baron’s eyes studied Callen. “Remarkable control. Commander Stark was right about you after all.” He took a step forward, seemingly untroubled by the threat Callen presented. “Tell me, do you understand what’s happening to you? The changes you’re experiencing?”

“Better than you think,” Callen said, the scaled sword at his hip humming in response to his tension.

“I doubt that.” The Baron’s attention shifted to Nora, who stared back at him with unexpected steadiness for a child her age. “Hello, little one. Do you remember your grandfather?”

Nora shook her head, pressing closer to Amara. The tiny flames at her fingertips grew slightly larger, dancing between her knuckles.

“Of course not. You were so young when your mother took you away.” He knelt, bringing himself to Nora’s level. “But I’ve thought about you every day since.”

“Don’t you dare speak to her,” Amara said, pulling Nora behind her.

The Baron rose, sighing. “Amara, this pointless defiance must end. You cannot possibly comprehend what’s at stake here.”

Outside, the sounds of battle grew closer—shouts, the clash of weapons, and a distant rumble that might have been an explosion at the valley’s edge. The sanctuary was under attack, yet the Baron seemed entirely unconcerned.

A frantic shout reached them from outside—someone calling for help. Through the window, Callen glimpsed Sarral, the sanctuary’s blacksmith, leading a group of children toward the central hall, soldiers in pursuit.

“They’ve breached the inner walls,” Kira warned, her hand going to her weapons.

“Why now?” Amara asked. “After three years, why come for us now?”

“It is time. You will come with me.”

“The only place they’re going is with me,” Callen said.

The Baron’s gaze returned to him, calculating, before turning back to Amara and answering her question. “Because the pieces are finally in position. The final key has been located.” His eyes drifted back to Nora. “Or rather, she has grown old enough for her abilities to manifest.”

“What are you talking about?” Amara demanded.

“Your daughter, my dear. She is quite special—more so than you realize.” The Baron clasped his hands behind his back. “Pyrin blood from her father, yes, but there’s more. The Selwyn lineage carries old heritage—Dragon Singer blood, dormant for generations. Until now.”

“You tried to have us killed,” Amara said, her voice shaking with fury. “The Black Veil you sent⁠—”

The Baron’s brow furrowed, genuine confusion crossing his features. “Killed? My dear, I never ordered your death. I sent the Nightshade to bring you back to me, nothing more.”

Callen stiffened, remembering the mission briefing. Locate targets, confirm identities, eliminate. No witnesses. Those had been his orders, direct and unambiguous.

“You’re lying,” Amara said. “I saw the orders myself.”

“I assure you, I am not. Whatever orders were given, they did not come from me.” The Baron’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Though I begin to wonder who might have altered my instructions, and why.”

Could the Commander have modified the Baron’s retrieval order, turning it into an assassination mission? It was possible. Likely even. Especially if Stark worried that Nora might supplant in him drawing out power from the north.

Before he could consider this further, another explosion rocked the sanctuary, closer this time. Dust sifted from the ceiling beams.

“We have little time,” the Baron said, his tone hardening. “Nora must come with me. She is the key to everything, Amara. Don’t you see what she can be? Don’t you want to know what she truly is?”

“Never,” Amara said, her arm tightening around Nora’s shoulders.

“Be reasonable, Amara. The sanctuary will fall tonight. The Lord Regent himself has authorized this operation, and my forces have secured the perimeter. There is nowhere to run.” The Baron extended his hand. “Come with me, and I will ensure your safety. Resist, and I… cannot guarantee what might happen in the chaos to come.”

Callen stepped forward, placing himself between the Baron and Amara. “She stays with us.”

“And who exactly are ‘us,’ Nightshade?” the Baron asked, arching one eyebrow. “A former assassin struggling to control powers he barely understands? A fugitive hiding in a doomed sanctuary?” He shook his head. “What can you possibly offer her compared to what I provide? Safety. Knowledge. A chance to understand what she is and master it, rather than being consumed by it.”

Callen felt scales rippling further across his skin, the transformation responding to his anger. “I’ve seen what your protection does. What happens to your test subjects.”

“Necessary sacrifices on the path to understanding,” the Baron said, unmoved. “Nora would be different. She would be guided, educated.”

Callen gestured to where Kira stood in the doorway. “Like Stark educated his own daughter?”

Something dangerous flashed in the Baron’s eyes. “You understand nothing of our work.”

“I understand enough,” Callen replied. “I’ve seen the transformed soldiers, the experiments, the failures. I know about the northern site and what you hope to achieve there. You want to wake a dormant dragon to harness their power.”

“Not merely harness it,” the Baron said. “We will control it. Reshape it. Imagine the possibilities—power that could transform our world, advance humanity beyond its current limitations.”

“At what cost?” Amara demanded. “How many more children will you sacrifice? How many more lives destroyed?”

“Progress requires sacrifice,” the Baron said, a dismissiveness in his tone. “Now, enough talk. Nora comes with me.”

He stepped forward, reaching for Nora. Callen moved to intercept him, but the Baron’s hand shot out, fingers splayed. A pulse of the drift—sharp, controlled, and entirely unexpected—struck Callen in the chest, sending him staggering backwards.

The Baron had drift abilities.

Callen recovered quickly, his own drift surging to counter the attack. He darted forward, moving back to protect Nora. If there was one thing that triggered his dragon connection—and the drift—it was Nora.

“You have a connection to the drift,” Callen said.

The Baron smiled thinly. “The Selwyn bloodline carries many gifts, though mine never manifested as strongly as yours. But I’ve found ways to enhance what nature provided.”

The drift flared again, stronger this time, aimed directly at Callen. The attack was different from Stark’s techniques—more refined, precisely targeted. Callen deflected most of it, but the force still drove him back several steps.

He slammed into a wall just as another explosion rocked the sanctuary. Dust drifted down. Pain flowed through Callen, and it took a moment to realize why. Whatever the Baron had done had disrupted—albeit temporarily—his own connection to the drift.

From outside came a terrible cry. Through the window, Callen glimpsed Sarral standing between the transformed soldiers and a group of children. The blacksmith fought with desperate courage, his hammer striking down two enemies before a clawed hand tore through his chest. As he fell, he bought precious seconds for the children to escape into the central hall.

The Baron used Callen’s momentary disorientation to lunge for Nora, grabbing her arm. Amara cried out, trying to pull her daughter back, but the Baron shoved her roughly away.

“No!” Nora screamed, her free hand shooting out instinctively.

Fire erupted from Nora’s palm—no longer tiny nervous flames, but suddenly forming a translucent shield of fire that surrounded her. The shield pulsed once, twice, then expanded outward in a concentrated blast of flame that struck the Baron’s chest. He released her with a cry of pain, stumbling backwards as the flames left a scorched pattern across his fine clothing.

For a moment, the room fell silent. Nora stared at her hand in shock.

The Baron recovered quickly, his expression shifting from pain to calculating interest. “And you claim she could not benefit from what I could teach?”

He lunged forward again, faster than should have been possible for a man his age. Before Callen could push away from the wall, he’d seized Nora, lifting her while Nora kicked, struggling to get free.

“Let her go!” Amara screamed, throwing herself at her father.

The Baron backhanded her with enough force to send her sprawling. “This defiance ends now,” he snarled. “The child comes with me.”

Something broke inside Callen at the sight of Amara on the floor, cheek red and nose bloodied, and at the sound of Nora’s terrified cries. The controlled transformation he had maintained shattered, power surging through him in a wave.

This time, he didn’t fight. Rather, he welcomed it.

Scales spread rapidly across his entire body, no longer confined to his arms and torso. His vision sharpened painfully, colors intensifying until the world seemed to burn with unnatural brightness. And heat flooded through him.

He was vaguely aware of Kira shouting something, of Amara staring at him with wide eyes as she struggled to her feet. But all that truly mattered was Nora’s fear and the Baron’s arrogance.

“Put. Her. Down.” Callen’s voice was barely recognizable, even to himself—deeper, resonant, carrying harmonics that made the very air vibrate.

The Baron turned, his eyes widening as he beheld Callen’s transformation. For the first time, genuine fear crossed his face.

“Interesting,” he said, despite his evident alarm. “Complete transformation, yet you retain consciousness.”

Callen stepped forward, the drift rippling outward in visible waves that distorted the air around him. The scaled sword at his hip sang, its hum rising to a keening wail as he drew it.

“Last chance,” Callen said.

Outside, another explosion rocked the sanctuary as the council chamber’s defense collapsed. Through the window, Callen glimpsed Garisk, the council leader, standing atop the chamber’s roof. The old warrior fought with unexpected ferocity, his sword cutting down three soldiers before a blast knocked him from the rooftop, sending him plummeting into the chaos below.

The Baron backed toward the door, still clutching Nora despite her struggles. “You cannot stop what’s coming, Nightshade,” he said. “Stark already has the northern site active.”

“I don’t care about Stark right now,” Callen replied, taking another step forward. “I care about the girl you’re holding. Hand Nora to me. Now.”

The Baron reached behind him, fumbling at his belt. His hand emerged holding a small metallic device—similar to the one they had taken from his messenger, but intact, its rings arranged in a specific configuration.

“Stay back,” he warned, raising the device. “This is a drift disruptor. One activation will destroy this entire building and everyone in it.”

Callen hesitated, uncertain of the threat’s validity but unwilling to risk Nora’s safety.

The Baron used that moment of hesitation to back through the doorway. And Callen followed, still filled with the power, and struggling to contain it.

Outside, chaos reigned. Ashen Oath fighters clashed with soldiers in the Lord Regent’s colors, while fires burned in several buildings near the sanctuary’s edge. The night sky glowed orange above the valley.

Nora still struggled in the Baron’s grasp. “She belongs with me, with her true family!”

Callen snarled. Power surged through him, the drift building beyond his ability to control it. The transformation was consuming him, dragon energy overwhelming his consciousness with each passing second.

But for Nora…

He knew what he’d do—what he’d risk—for her safety.

Everything.

He didn’t fight the power in him. There was nothing to fight. He needed that power to flow. Without it, Nora would be taken from him. Again. With it, he had the strength of a dragon.

He lunged forward, covering the distance between them in a single bound that should not have been possible. The Baron raised the device, ready to activate it. Callen had no idea what it would do to him—if anything in this state.

Nora screamed, her hands outstretched toward Callen. Fire erupted from her palms again, catching both the Baron and Callen in its path.

Callen felt nothing from the flames, his scales absorbing it.

But the Baron cried out as the fire caught the drift device, which began to emit a high-pitched whine. He dropped Nora, who scrambled away toward Amara, who had emerged from the cottage.

The device in the Baron’s hands glowed with increasing intensity, the whine rising to a painful shriek that cut through the sounds of battle around them. The energy building within the device was unstable, wild, and moments from catastrophic release.

“Run!” he shouted to Amara, who had reached Nora and pulled her close.

The Baron looked up, his eyes meeting Callen’s across the short distance that separated them. Then the Baron dropped the device before he turned and fled.

It screamed.

If that power exploded, there was no telling what would happen to Amara and Nora. He raced toward it, throwing himself atop it.

Then…

Power slammed into him unlike anything that he’d felt before. Heat followed, this time different, the dragon consciousness pressing against his own, threatening to destroy him. He laid atop the device which no longer whined, pain throbbing in him, as he fought for control. And here he’d feared that letting the device activate was the worst thing that could happen.

Now it was losing himself.

But he already had.

The last thing he saw before dragon awareness overwhelmed him was Amara running toward him, Nora in her arms, as explosions tore through the sanctuary’s outer walls.

And for them, it was worth it.

That was the thought that stayed with him as the power of the dragon surged through him, overwhelming the last of his resistance.


Chapter Twenty-Nine


DRAGON HEART


Darkness and fire swirled around Callen, consuming him. The explosion of the drift, and the dragon’s protection that had surged through him, left him awash with power. He no longer felt the ground beneath him or heard the chaos of battle. There was only the drift surging through him, wild and untamed.

The dragon’s consciousness pressed against his own, no longer a distant connection but an overwhelming presence. Vast. Ancient. Powerful beyond measure. Its awareness swallowed his.

Through it all, he could feel that something had changed for him. His mind and the drift racing through him, but his body as well. He suspected that he’d fully transformed now, consumed by scales.

He blinked, lifting his head.

Callen saw the world differently—the drift patterns visible as rippling waves of color, human forms appearing as glowing energy signatures moving in slow motion. The sanctuary burned around him, soldiers advancing through breached walls, Ashen Oath falling back in defensive formations.

None of it mattered. A dragon cared nothing for these human conflicts, these simple struggles. It wanted only to soar, to break free from the confines of flesh and stone.

Callen.

A voice reached through the chaos—distant but familiar. A thread of something warm amid the storm of power.

Papa.

Another voice, higher, brighter, carrying an energy that resonated differently than the dragon consciousness.

Something pressed against his scaled hand. Fingers intertwining with his own, unmindful of the transformation. A forehead resting against his chest, unconcerned of the scales that had replaced skin.

“Come back to us.” Amara’s voice, closer now. “Remember who you are.”

Callen struggled to focus, to pull back from the vast expanse of dragon awareness. Her touch anchored him, a physical connection to his humanity. And beside her, Nora’s smaller hand clasped his other wrist where her bracelet still remained, the copper beads glowing with warmth.

As Nora’s bracelet touched his transformed skin, it flared with searing heat. The dragon consciousness recoiled from the burning sensation, hissing in pain and confusion. The copper beads—infused with Nora’s Pyrin fire and love—created a pathway through which Callen’s human awareness could flow back, burning away the dragon’s dominance like fire cutting through fog.

“Please, Papa,” Nora whispered, her voice a plea. “We need you.”

Their combined presence formed a counterweight to the dragon’s overwhelming consciousness. Where the dragon pulled with ancient power, they tugged with something equally powerful but fundamentally different—not the cold majesty of a primal force, but the warm complexity of human connection, of the emotion that they’d brought into his life.

Love. Family. Belonging.

Slowly, painfully, Callen clawed his way back to himself. The dragon consciousness receded—not departing, but settling into a balance. He gasped, drawing in breath that felt like fire in his lungs. His vision cleared enough to see Amara’s face inches from his own, her eyes wide with concern and fear—but not fear of him. Fear for him.

“Amara,” he managed, his voice still carrying a change from the transformation.

Relief flooded her expression. “There you are.”

“Papa!” Nora threw her arms around him, seemingly unconcerned by the scales that still covered his body.

He wrapped one arm around her, the other reaching for Amara. “The device⁠—”

“I know,” Amara said. “You did what you had to.”

To protect them, she didn’t say, the way that he had since they’d met.

Callen tried to rise, muscles responding with unfamiliar strength. The transformation had not receded. Scales still covered him, his senses remained heightened, and power thrummed through his veins. But his mind was his own again—or mostly. The dragon’s awareness lingered at the edges of his consciousness, but no longer threatened to overwhelm him.

“Something’s different,” he said, his voice rough and strange in his ears. “I can feel it. The transformation... parts of it aren’t going away.”

Amara studied him, her healer’s eyes assessing. “Your eyes have changed completely. And your senses?”

“Everything is... sharper. Clearer.” He could hear heartbeats thirty paces away, detect the subtle differences in each person’s scent. “I can smell the fear in the air, hear conversations across the sanctuary.” He winced as his stomach cramped violently. “And I’m starving.”

She touched his face, tracing the ridges of scales along his cheekbones. “We’ll figure it out. Together.”

An explosion rocked the ground beneath them, pulling their attention to the battle raging around the sanctuary. The Baron’s forces had breached the outer walls in multiple locations. Ashen Oath fighters formed defensive lines, falling back toward the central buildings. All around the edges of the sanctuary, fires burned.

“We need to move,” Callen said, scanning everything with enhanced vision. Through the smoke and chaos, he spotted Lysara directing defenders, her jaw set in grim determination as she shouted orders. Elhan fought nearby, fire flickering around his curved blade as he engaged two soldiers at once.

“The children,” Amara said. “They were gathering in the central hall with Elder Shendra.”

Callen nodded, decision made. “That’s where we’ll go. Stay close to me.”

As they moved through the sanctuary, Callen felt strangely detached from his fear of the transformation. Now wasn’t the time to worry about scales or what he might be becoming. The sanctuary—their home—was under attack. Amara and Nora needed protection. The sanctuary needed his protection. Nothing else mattered.

A group of soldiers rounded the corner ahead, spotting them. Their eyes widened as they saw Callen, but then they raised weapons and charged.

“Stay behind me,” Callen said, stepping forward.

His scaled sword sang as he drew it, the drift flowing through the blade until it glowed. The first soldier to reach him swung a heavy axe. Callen caught it on his sword, the impact sending vibrations through the air rather than his arm. With enhanced strength, he pushed back, sending the man staggering.

Two others converged on him.

The blade moved almost of its own accord, guided by instincts sharpened by the drift. Where Callen the Black Veil—the Nightshade—had been precise and deadly, Callen the Dragon Singer was something else entirely. Now he had the strength of a dragon in human form.

Two soldiers fell before they could even prepare. A third managed to graze Callen’s shoulder with his blade, but the scales deflected what should have cut deep into his arm.

Callen’s counter sent the man flying backward into a wall.

“The central hall,” Amara reminded him as he turned back to them. Her eyes lingered on him, but there was no fear in her gaze—only determination as she held Nora close.

They pressed onward, cutting through the chaos of battle. Flames had spread to several buildings, smoke filling the air.

“Kira,” Amara said suddenly, scanning the chaos around them. “She was in the cottage when the explosion happened.”

Callen turned toward the house, where smoke now billowed from one of the windows. Without hesitation, he altered their course, keeping Amara and Nora close behind him as he cleared a path through scattered fighters.

They found Kira slumped against the cottage wall, her injured shoulder bleeding afresh as she struggled to fend off a soldier with her remaining good arm. Her knife shook in her grip, barely keeping the man’s sword at bay.

Callen’s scaled blade flashed, cutting the soldier down before he could finish the strike. Kira looked up, surprise flickering across her pain-etched face.

“I thought you’d left me behind,” she managed, attempting to rise.

“You helped protect Nora,” Callen said, helping her to her feet. Amara quickly examined the wounded shoulder, tightening the makeshift bandage.

“Can you walk?” Amara asked.

Kira nodded. “I think so.”

“Stay close,” Callen said, positioning himself to shield the three of them as they continued toward the central hall.

The sanctuary’s defenders were fighting a losing battle. For every Black Veil or soldier they felled, more poured through the breached walls. The Baron’s forces seemed endless, a tide of steel and precision slowly overwhelming the Ashen Oath’ defense.

They reached the central hall to find its entrance barricaded, defended by a mixed group of Ashen Oath and Pyrin fighters. Lysara stood among them, her armor bloodied and a fresh cut visible on her forehead.

Her eyes widened momentarily at Callen’s appearance before narrowing in focus.

“I’m still me.”

She cocked her head to the side, studying him a moment, then nodded.

“What’s the situation?”

“Bad,” Lysara said bluntly. “We’re overrun. They hit us from all sides at once—more organized than we anticipated. The children and non-combatants are inside with Shendra and Finch.” Her gaze shifted to Kira, suspicion flaring. “What is she doing here?”

“She’s with me,” Callen said. “She helped us escape the Baron.”

Before Lysara could respond, a fresh wave of soldiers appeared at the far end of the square, led by a pair of Black Veil in their distinctive dark armor. They spread out to surround the central hall.

“They’re after those with Pyrin abilities,” he said, understanding the reason for the attack.

“Over my dead body,” Lysara growled. She signaled her remaining fighters to tighten their formation.

Elhan appeared from a side street, half-dragging a wounded Ashen Oath. “Thorne’s position has fallen,” he reported, helping the injured fighter to the ground. “He’s either captured or dead.”

Lysara’s expression hardened. “We hold here. No retreat.”

Callen stepped forward, standing beside Lysara as the enemy forces advanced. The scales covering his body rippled with energy, the drift building within him. The transformation that had worried him for months now felt like armor—protection for those who needed it.

The first wave hit their line with a thunderous crash of steel and bodies.

Black Veil led the charge. They flowed between conventional soldiers, striking at weak points with calculated precision, their dark armor absorbing the firelight as they advanced.

The scales covering Callen’s body gleamed with faint light as he moved to meet the assault, his transformation giving him strength and speed. His sword—itself changed by his connection to the dragon—cut through weapons that should have held.

A Black Veil lunged at him with twin daggers. The blades scraped harmlessly against Callen’s scaled chest before he decapitated the man in a single, fluid motion.

Three more Black Veil converged on him, attempting to overwhelm him from different angles. He sidestepped the first attack, parried the second, and drove his scaled blade through the third attacker’s sternum.

The remaining two fell back momentarily.

Ashen Oath fighters held their positions all around him. These weren’t soldiers trained like the Black Veil, but men and women who had lost homes, families, and freedoms to the Lord Regent’s forces—fighters who knew exactly what defeat would mean. A gray-haired woman drove a spear through a soldier’s chest. Nearby, an older man fought back-to-back with a Pyrin teen as they held a crucial section of the line. All around were others just like that, filled with the same desperation.

And for a moment, Callen allowed himself to hope they might hold.

Then he saw them.

Moving through the ranks came transformed fighters with scales rippling across their skin, movements jerky and uncoordinated but filled by inhuman strength. Among them strode grotesque figures whose transformations had progressed beyond control—limbs elongated and twisted, faces partially collapsed into reptilian features, bodies bulging with misshapen muscles and protruding spines.

And behind them all, the Baron had returned.

He no longer looked like the composed nobleman who had confronted them in the healer’s house. His fine clothes were scorched from Nora’s fire, his face streaked with soot. But his eyes burned with cold purpose as he directed the transformed soldiers forward until he caught sight of Callen—and locked eyes with him.

“You think having one transformed fighter makes a difference?” the Baron called, his voice carrying across the square. “I have dozens. Imperfect, yes, but effective enough for this.”

The soldiers charged, crashing against the Ashen Oath line. Where the defenders had held against conventional troops, these twisted creations tore through their ranks. The front line of Ashen Oath braced for impact, shields locked together in a defensive wall that had stopped previous assaults, but their formation shattered against these monsters.

A particularly massive creature—once human but now more like a walking mass of scales and claws—grabbed an Ashen Oath and flung him through the air as if he weighed nothing. The man’s scream cut short as he crashed into a stone wall thirty paces away.

Another defender thrust a spear into the creature’s torso. The transformed soldier looked down at the weapon embedded in its flesh, snapped the shaft with one clawed hand, and continued forward without slowing.

Three more transformed soldiers crashed into a group of defenders.

One Ashen Oath woman managed to engulf a creature in flames, but the scales covering its body glowed red briefly before it lumbered through the fire to seize her by the throat.

Nearby, an Ashen Oath captain who had fought beside Callen on previous missions severed a transformed soldier’s arm with his axe—only for the creature to continue its attack with its remaining limb, driving elongated claws through the man’s chest.

“We can’t hold!” someone nearby shouted, retreating as three transformed soldiers cornered him against a wall.

Callen looked over, realizing it was Elhan.

He fought his way to Elhan’s position, cutting down one transformed soldier only to see two more take its place. All around them, the Ashen Oath defense was collapsing. Bodies littered the ground, the faces of those Callen had lived among for the last six months, now staring lifelessly. All for what?

Power.

The answer was easy, but the power was not. Not this way. Not without control.

And there would be no control, not without the right understanding of what that meant—and the Baron didn’t, probably couldn’t—understand that.

Lysara ordered the remaining fighters to fall back to the hall’s entrance.

The Baron watched from a distance. Behind him, more conventional soldiers poured through the breached walls, ensuring there would be no escape. They were trapped.

Callen retreated to where Amara stood with Nora in the hall’s entrance. “We need to get everyone out,” he said. The drift filled him, but he still didn’t see or feel anything different. “There must be another way.”

Finch pushed forward through the crowd, his scholarly robes singed and torn. “The eastern cliff face,” he said breathlessly. “There’s a narrow path that leads to the high meadows. The Ashen Oath maintain a herd of mountain horses there for emergencies.”

Callen turned to Lysara, who was directing the final defensive positions. “The cliff path. Is it viable?”

She nodded. “Barely. It’s steep and exposed—we’d be vulnerable during the climb. And we’d never get everyone up before they overwhelm us.” She gestured to the transformed soldiers pushing inexorably closer. “We need more time.”

“What about the children?” Amara asked.

“The strongest climbers could lead them,” Finch suggested. “While the rest cover their escape.”

A cold certainty settled in Callen’s chest. He looked at Amara, at Nora, at the children huddled inside the hall. Then at the advancing forces that threatened everything he had fought to protect.

“Get everyone to the cliff path,” he said. “I’ll hold them here.”

Amara’s hand caught his arm. “No. We stay together.”

“You need to lead them out,” Callen insisted. “I can buy you time.”

“You can’t face them all,” Amara said, her voice breaking. “Even like this, you can’t⁠—”

A roar split the night sky, so loud it momentarily halted the battle. All eyes turned upward as a massive shadow passed overhead, blocking the stars. Wings extended wider than any building in the sanctuary, scales gleaming in the light.

The dragon had come.

It circled once, then tucked its wings and dove toward the central square. Soldiers scattered in terror as it descended, landing with earth-shaking force in the space between the defenders and the Baron’s forces.

The transformed soldiers reacted with confusion—some cowering, others advancing with the same awkward movements. The dragon’s head snapped forward, jaws closing around one of the more monstrous creatures. Fire erupted from its nostrils, catching several more in flames that reduced them to ash in seconds.

Callen felt the connection between them strengthen, dragon consciousness touching his own. Not overwhelming now, but communicating.

Escape. Now.

The dragon’s tail swept across the square, knocking back a line of advancing soldiers. Its wings spread, creating a wind that extinguished some fires while fanning others higher. The attacking forces fell into disarray, their coordination shattering.

This was their chance.

“The cliff path,” Callen said, turning to Lysara. “Now’s our chance.”

She nodded, shouting orders to her remaining fighters. “Fall back! Everyone to the eastern wall! Move the children first!”

The defenders began their retreat, supporting wounded friends as they withdrew toward the far side of the hall where a narrow doorway led to the cliff face. Finch rushed ahead to organize the evacuation, calling for the most experienced climbers to assist the children and elderly.

“Elhan,” Lysara called, “take your Pyrin fighters to the front of the group. We’ll need light on the path, and your flames might keep any archers at bay.”

Elhan nodded, gathering his remaining Pyrin compatriots as they began ushering people through the doorway.

As the defenders retreated, Callen remained at the entrance, watching the dragon hold the square. Its massive body blocked most avenues of approach, fire erupting periodically to keep soldiers at bay.

Callen remained at the entrance, watching as the dragon’s flame sheared through the center of the forces, cutting a swath through transformed troops. A flash of insight struck—the dragon was targeting the transformed soldiers specifically.

The Baron stood beyond the dragon’s reach. At least for now. Their eyes met across the flame-lit square, and Callen saw something in his gaze that worried him. Not defeat, but calculation. For the Baron, this was a setback, not an end.

And more, he couldn’t help but wonder if seeing the dragon like this, attacking as it had, was part of a plan.

Go, the dragon’s consciousness pressed against his. Cannot hold forever.

The Baron’s forces were regrouping. Archers had taken positions on surrounding rooftops. The first arrows bounced harmlessly off the dragon’s scales, but Callen didn’t know if they would eventually find some way through. Now was the time to get the children and the others out.

Callen turned and ran into the central hall, where Lysara and Elhan directed a stream of people through a passage that had opened in the far wall. Finch stood beside it, guiding groups into the darkness beyond.

“Almost everyone’s through,” Amara reported, Nora still clutched to her side. Kira stood nearby, helping a wounded Ashen Oath toward the passage.

“The dragon’s buying us time, but not much,” Callen said. “We need to move quickly.”

“What about the others?” Nora asked, her voice small but steady. “The people still fighting?”

Lysara shook her head. “Many won’t make it,” she said quietly. “Some are still holding positions to cover our retreat.”

Another tremble shook the building as the dragon roared. Through the drift, he could feel the attack on the dragon—but more, he was aware the dragon would not linger for much longer.

“We need to go,” he urged. “Now.”

They moved toward the passage, Callen looking back one last time at the hall that had sheltered them. Beyond its walls, through the open doors, he could see the dragon still fighting—keeping the Baron’s forces at bay as it spread its wings to launch into the air.

As the last defenders began their ascent up the cliff path, Callen felt the dragon’s consciousness touch his once more.

Meet again. North. Find balance.

The message came with impressions—mountain peaks, snow-covered valleys, and something buried deep beneath ancient ice. Whatever Stark sought in the north, the dragon believed Callen needed to find it too.

Callen climbed the path last, ensuring no stragglers remained behind. The narrow trail wound upward along the sheer eastern face of the sanctuary valley, exposed to the night air and illuminated by the fires burning below. Ahead of him, a line of refugees picked their way carefully upward—wounded fighters supporting each other, frightened children gripping the rock face, elders moving with determined patience despite their exhaustion.

Elhan’s Pyrin fighters had positioned themselves at intervals along the path, their controlled flames providing both light and protection. When a group of archers appeared on a distant rooftop, Elhan directed a wall of fire that forced them to retreat without loosing their arrows.

At the top of the cliff, Lysara moved among the gathered refugees, organizing their continued escape with the same leadership she had shown in battle. “We make for the high meadows,” she said, pointing to the silhouettes of mountains beyond. “The horses are kept in a hidden valley two hours’ march from here. From there, we ride north to the winter outpost. Not as large or well-protected as the sanctuary, but hidden.”

Callen found Amara and Nora among the crowd. He knelt beside them, painfully aware of his still-transformed state. Would his scales frighten Nora now that the immediate danger had passed?

But Nora reached for him without hesitation, wrapping her arms around his neck. “You didn’t get lost,” she whispered.

“No,” Callen said, his resonant voice softening. “You brought me back.”

He held her close, feeling the copper beads of her bracelet warm against his wrist—a simple anchor, yet powerful enough to help him retain himself when dragon consciousness had nearly consumed him.

Amara joined their embrace, unmindful of the scales that still covered him. “Is this permanent?” she asked quietly, one hand touching his transformed cheek.

“I don’t know,” Callen admitted. “I lost control when the device exploded. The dragon and the power… protected me.”

“But you’re still you,” she said. “That’s what matters.”

Around them, the refugees began moving deeper, following Lysara’s guidance. The sounds of battle above had faded, replaced by the echoing footsteps of survivors and occasional sobbing from those who had lost loved ones in the assault.

Kira joined them at the cliff’s edge, her expression grim as she looked back at the burning sanctuary. “They’ll keep coming.”

“The north,” Callen said simply. “That’s where this ends.”

“Not tonight,” Amara said firmly. “Tonight, we make sure everyone gets to safety.”

Callen nodded.

The sanctuary had fallen, but its people survived. As they left behind the home they had built, Callen felt the weight of what had just happened settle on him. Not just for Amara and Nora now, but for all those who had suffered in this battle—and those who might suffer if Stark succeeded.

The scales covering his body were not a curse. How could they be? They were his armor for the battle to come. The dragon’s power flowing through him no longer threatened to consume him entirely, but offered strength he would need to face what awaited in the north.

And the Nightshade had become something more.

Something that even Stark might fear.


Chapter Thirty


ANCHOR’S FORGE


Snow dusted the peaks surrounding the winter outpost, a stark contrast to the burning sanctuary they had left behind three days prior. Callen stood at the edge of the stone parapet, watching as the last group of refugees made their way up the narrow mountain path. Elhan and several other Pyrin fighters guided them, their flames providing both warmth and protection against the growing chill of early winter.

The outpost was smaller than the sanctuary—a collection of stone buildings nestled in a hidden valley, surrounded by sheer cliffs on three sides. Unlike the sanctuary’s welcoming openness, this stronghold had been built for defense, with thick walls and narrow windows designed to weather both storms and sieges. It offered safety, if not comfort.

Callen’s scales had receded gradually during their journey, starting from his extremities and slowly withdrawing toward his core. Now only patches remained on his forearms and across his chest—a reminder of what he had become, and perhaps what he might become again. The transformation no longer frightened him as it once had. Instead, it felt like armor he could don when needed, though control remained imperfect.

“They’re the last of them,” Lysara said, joining him at the parapet. Her face bore new scars from the battle, a deep cut along her jawline still raw despite Amara’s treatment. “Everyone who made it out is now accounted for.”

Callen nodded, watching as Elhan helped an elderly man up the final stretch of path. “How many did we lose?”

Lysara’s expression hardened. “Thirty-seven confirmed dead. Another twenty-two unaccounted for—likely captured or killed during the retreat.” She paused, her hands gripping the stone wall. “Thorne among them.”

The news settled heavily on Callen. Despite their differences, Thorne had fought to protect the sanctuary with the same determination as any Ashen Oath. “And the wounded?”

“Forty-three with serious injuries. Amara and the other healers have been working without rest.” Lysara turned to him, studying the patches of scales still visible on his skin. “You should join her. You haven’t slept since we arrived.”

“I’ll rest when I know everyone’s safe,” Callen said, though exhaustion pulled at him. The dragon consciousness had receded along with the scales, but maintaining the balance between human awareness and draconic power had taken its toll.

“I’d like you to join us at the council meeting.”

“Oh?”

“You’re a part of this now, Callen.”

He smiled. Callen now, not Nightshade. He wasn’t sure if that mattered, but something suggested that it did.

Together they descended from the parapet, moving through the outpost’s cramped corridors. Ashen Oath fighters and survivors worked to organize supplies, care for the wounded, and establish defensive positions. Despite the defeat they’d suffered, Callen saw determination in their eyes rather than despair.

They found Amara in what had once been the outpost’s great hall, now transformed into a makeshift infirmary. She moved between pallets, her hands steady as she dressed wounds and mixed healing salves. Nora followed close behind, carrying bandages and herbs—her young face serious with purpose.

Callen watched them for a moment, pride and concern mingling in him. Nora had shown remarkable composure during their evacuation, her Pyrin abilities manifesting with impressive control when needed. The fire that had erupted from her hands against the Baron had been no accident—she had directed it with deliberate intent.

“Callen,” Amara said, spotting him as she straightened from tending a wound. Fatigue lined her face, but her eyes brightened as she approached. “You should be resting.”

“I could say the same to you,” he replied, embracing her briefly. She smelled of herbs and smoke, her hair tied back in a simple knot. “How are they doing?”

“Most will recover,” she said, glancing back at the wounded. “Though some…” She didn’t finish the thought.

“Papa!” Nora’s voice cut through the somber atmosphere as she ran to him, wrapping her arms around his waist. “Look what Elder Shendra taught me!”

She cupped her hands, brow furrowing in concentration. A small flame appeared between her palms—not wild or uncontrolled, but steady and deliberately shaped into a small sphere that cast warm light across her face.

“Impressive,” Callen said, kneeling to her level. “You’ve been practicing.”

“Elder Shendra says I need to master control,” Nora said, her tone more serious. “Like you do with your scales.”

Callen’s eyes met Amara’s over Nora’s head. They hadn’t discussed how much to explain to Nora about his transformation, but she seemed to have formed her own understanding.

“That’s right,” he said. “Control is important.”

“The council is gathering,” Lysara reminded. “So that we can plan our next steps.”

Callen nodded, rising. “I’ll be there.”

After ensuring Amara would rest, Callen made his way to the outpost’s command room—a simple chamber with a large stone table at its center. The surviving council members had already assembled: Elhan, representing the Pyrin refugees; Frinna, her gaze missing nothing despite a bandaged arm; Garisk, massive even when seated, a healing wound visible across his scalp. Finch and Shendra sat together, surrounded by scrolls and tablets salvaged from the sanctuary.

Kira stood in the shadows near the door, her place uncertain. Though she had fought alongside them during the escape, many still regarded her with suspicion. That was something he very much understood.

Callen took his place at the table, conscious of the scales still visible on his forearms. “What do we know of the Baron’s movements?”

“Our scouts report he’s evacuated to Dasosh,” Frinna said. “The sanctuary remains occupied by a garrison of the Lord Regent’s forces.”

“Looking for what we might know about the northern site,” Callen said.

“And about you,” Frinna added. “According to our sources, the Baron has doubled the bounty on your capture. Specifically mentioning you’re to be taken alive.”

“For testing,” Callen said. It wasn’t a question.

Lysara leaned forward. “Which brings us to what happens next. We can’t simply hide and wait. The Baron knows of this outpost—it’s only a matter of time before they find us.”

“And we need to understand what awaits in the north,” Elhan said, his weathered face grim. “And stop Stark before he can access whatever power he seeks. If they succeed…”

There was no doubting what would happen then. They would be targeted.

All eyes turned to Callen.

“Tell us everything,” Lysara said. “Everything you’ve seen, everything you know about what Stark plans.”

Callen took a deep breath, gathering his thoughts. “Stark has found a power. Possibly a dormant dragon, though I’m not entirely sure. The northern site is built around that power—a temple or complex designed by the original Dragon Singers to communicate with the dragons. Stark has perverted its purpose.”

He described what he had seen through the dragon’s eyes, and that there were still questions that remained, despite what he had seen.

“The transformed soldiers we saw in the sanctuary were failures,” Callen continued. “Stark wants control, consciousness, power without the twisted mutations we encountered.”

“Like what you experienced,” Garisk observed.

Callen nodded. “I believe what Stark truly wants is to awaken and bind the power, probably to transform himself completely. To become something beyond human.”

“At what cost?” Sarral asked.

“Hundreds of lives already,” Kira said from the shadows, stepping forward. “And more to come. My father believes the sacrifice is worth the power gained.”

“And the Baron?” Frinna asked.

“Seeks control,” Callen said. “Control of whatever power Stark accesses, to be wielded in service to the Lord Regent. Or perhaps for his own ambitions.”

“And Nora?” Lysara asked quietly. “Why does he want her?”

Callen exchanged a glance with Kira. “The Baron believes she carries a unique heritage—Pyrin abilities from her father, and dormant Dragon Singer blood from her mother’s family. A combination that might make her valuable in their experiments.”

A heavy silence fell over the room.

“Then we must stop them,” Lysara finally said. “Before they can complete whatever ritual they’ve planned at the northern site.”

Finch cleared his throat, drawing attention. “We’ve been studying the tablets and artifacts recovered from the temple,” he said, gesturing to the materials spread before him and Shendra. “They contain knowledge the ancients left behind—techniques for controlling dragon energy, methods for transformation without losing one’s humanity.”

“The anchors,” Callen said.

Finch nodded. “According to our translations, true Dragon Singers created physical anchors—objects that maintained their connection to their human consciousness even when drawing on dragon power.”

“Like Nora’s bracelet,” Callen said, touching the woven band still on his wrist. “It helped pull me back when the transformation threatened to overwhelm me.”

“A temporary anchor at best,” Shendra said. “Powerful because of the emotional connection, but not crafted with proper knowledge or materials.”

“And you believe you can create a true anchor?” Lysara asked.

Finch and Shendra exchanged glances. “The tablets describe the process,” Finch said. “But it requires specific materials, precise crafting techniques, and⁠—”

“Dragon fire,” Shendra finished. “Freely given, not taken. A willing participation from both dragon and Singer.”

Callen considered this. The dragon had communicated with him, had saved them at the sanctuary. Would it help him create what he needed?

“I need to try,” he said. “Without a proper anchor, I risk losing control each time I transform. With one, I might master the power—and use it to stop Stark.”

Lysara studied him, calculation in her eyes. “How long would this take? We don’t have much time before the Baron’s forces regroup.”

“I don’t know,” Callen admitted.

The council discussed further plans—reinforcing the outpost’s defenses, sending scouts to gather intelligence about the Baron’s movements, preparing for the journey north. But Callen’s mind had already turned to the task ahead. The dragon-scale book would have to have the key—wouldn’t it?

After the council adjourned, Callen found Finch and Shendra conferring over the tablets. “I need everything you’ve translated about anchors,” he said without preamble. “Every detail you can translate, even those you don’t think significant.”

Finch nodded, gathering several scrolls. “We’ve been working on this since we arrived. The process is complex, but we believe we understand the fundamentals.”

“The forge here is rudimentary,” Shendra added, “but it should suffice, especially with your gifts. We’ve gathered what materials we could salvage—metals from the sanctuary, stones from the mountains. But you’ll need more.”

“What else?”

Shendra’s amber eyes met his. “Something personal. Something that carries your essence, your identity. And something from those who anchor you to your humanity.”

Callen understood immediately. “Amara and Nora.”

“Probably,” Shendra said. “The connection between you is already strong. It’s what helped you maintain control during your transformation. The anchor must embody that connection.”

It didn’t take long for Callen to establish a workspace in the outpost’s small forge. The familiar scent of hot metal and coal brought memories of Emberdale, of simpler days when his greatest concern had been hiding his past from curious villagers.

As night fell, Callen opened the dragon-scale book, laying it beside the tablets. The pages filled with flowing script as he focused the drift on it. The book seemed to understand what he sought, revealing detailed diagrams of anchors created by ancient Dragon Singers—pendants, bracelets, weapons, each unique to the individual who crafted it.

Callen gathered his materials and began his first attempt, working through the night. He followed the diagrams precisely, heating metal and shaping it with the drift. By dawn, he had created a simple braided band of bronze and iron. It looked promising—the metals flowing together in intricate patterns, the drift humming within its structure.

He infused it with his essence as the texts described, channeling the drift into the metal until it glowed with inner light. For a moment, he thought he had succeeded—then the anchor shuddered in his grasp. Cracks appeared along its surface, spreading rapidly as the metals rejected each other. With a sound like breaking glass, the anchor shattered violently, fragments embedding themselves in the forge wall.

“The balance is wrong,” Finch said from the doorway, having witnessed the failure. “The materials must harmonize, not merely coexist.”

Callen nodded, already planning his second attempt. “I need different materials.”

Amara found him there, bent over the forge as he heated metal. “You should rest,” she said, though he suspected that she knew the futility of the suggestion, much like telling her that she should rest when others needed healing would be futile.

“I can’t,” Callen replied, not looking up. “Not yet.”

She approached, studying the diagrams and materials he had gathered. “What will it be?”

“I’m not sure yet,” he admitted.

“My first attempt failed,” he explained, showing her the embedded fragments in the wall. “The texts say I need materials with personal significance—items that carry true meaning, not just functional components.”

Amara watched as he worked the metal, her presence a comfort in the dimly lit forge. “What do you need from me?” she asked after a long silence.

Callen finally looked up. Of course she would know that she had to be a part of it.

“A part of you. Something that represents who you are, who we are together.”

Amara hesitated only briefly before removing a small silver ring from her finger—one Callen had noticed but never asked about.

“This was my mother’s wedding ring,” she said, placing it in his palm. “The only thing I have of hers. When she died, my father wanted to sell it, but I hid it away.” Her voice softened. “I’ve worn it since I left his house. Through my marriage to Kiran, through Nora’s birth, through finding you. It’s all I have left of her.”

The ring was warm from her skin, its surface worn smooth by years of being held in moments of doubt or fear. Callen closed his fingers around it, feeling its significance.

“Are you sure?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said simply. “If it helps keep you with us, there’s no better use for it.”

That night, Callen attempted his second anchor. This time, he combined silver from Amara’s ring with iron from his own dagger and bronze from one of the sanctuary’s fallen bells that Sarral had salvaged. As he worked, he channeled not just the drift but his memories and emotions into the metal—his love for Amara, his promise to protect Nora, his determination to stop Stark.

The second anchor took shape—a complex spiral of intertwined metals that seemed to pulse with inner light. But as he completed the final pattern, something went wrong. The metals began to warp, twisting into unnatural configurations. The anchor’s surface darkened, corrupting before his eyes until it resembled the twisted scales of the failed transformations he’d witnessed. With a hiss of displaced air, the creation collapsed into a lump of twisted, blackened metal.

“Why isn’t it working?” Callen demanded of the empty forge.

The dragon-scale book’s pages flickered in response, new text forming across its surface. Callen read the flowing script, understanding dawning slowly. The anchor needed to represent not just love and protection, but his complete identity—including his home, his purpose, his connections to the world he fought to protect.

“Not enough,” he murmured. “I need more.”

He worked through the night, combining metals with careful precision. The bronze from the sanctuary’s bells, silver from a melted coin saved from Emberdale, iron from his own dagger forged years ago. To these, he added stone from the mountains surrounding the outpost, ground to fine powder and mixed with the molten metal.

This time, he also incorporated a fragment of sanctuary stone that Lysara had given him—a piece of the fallen central hall where Sarral had died protecting the children. “Our foundation and our sacrifice,” she had said simply, pressing the stone into his hand.

The dragon-scale book guided him with knowledge that seemed to flow directly into his awareness—not just techniques but understanding of the connection between singer and dragon, human and power. The book showed him how the drift could be embedded in physical form, how emotion and memory could be anchored in metal and stone. As he read, he wasn’t even sure that he fully understood what he was doing, whether it as knowledge he would keep or if it belonged to the book and was lent to him. Perhaps it didn’t matter.

Dawn found him still working, scales rippling across his forearms as he channeled the drift into the forming anchor. Its design had emerged gradually—a braided band of different metals, meant to be worn on the wrist like Nora’s simple bracelet, but infinitely more complex. Within its structure, he embedded Amara’s ring, its metal melded with the new creation.

But something was still missing.

Nora found him as morning light spilled through the forge’s narrow windows. She carried a small bundle clutched against her chest. “I brought something,” she said, approaching cautiously. “For your anchor.”

Callen set aside his tools, kneeling to her level. “What is it?”

She opened her hands to reveal a small glass bead, iridescent with captured firelight. “I made this,” she said proudly. “My first fire-glass. Elder Shendra showed me how to trap my fire inside glass.” The bead glowed with inner warmth, tiny flames dancing within its transparent surface.

“When did you make this?” Callen asked, amazed by the craftsmanship.

“Yesterday. It took me all day,” Nora said, her expression serious beyond her years. “Shendra says it holds my essence. She says...” Nora hesitated, choosing her words carefully, “she says I’m strong, and my fire can help you remember who you are.”

Callen took the bead, feeling unexpected warmth radiating from it. Not just the residual heat of Nora’s fire, but something deeper—energy imbued with her intent.

“It’s perfect,” he said, smiling at her. “Exactly what was missing.”

With Nora watching, he incorporated the bead into the braided metals, setting it as a centerpiece where the different strands converged. As he worked, he felt the drift flow between them—his own power responding to the energy she had channeled into her creation.

“Will it help you not get lost?” she asked.

“I hope so,” Callen said. “Your bracelet already helped. This will be even stronger.”

When Nora had gone to her lessons with Shendra, Callen contemplated the nearly completed anchor. According to the ancient texts and the dragon-scale book, the final step required dragon fire—freely given, willingly shared. Without it, the anchor would remain incomplete, a physical form lacking the spiritual connection needed to truly balance human and dragon consciousness.

He closed his eyes, reaching for the connection that had formed between himself and the dragon. The link felt tenuous after days without contact, but still present—a thread of awareness stretching across the mountains toward the north.

I need you, Callen projected through their connection. One more time.

For long moments, there was no response. Then, gradually, he felt the dragon’s consciousness brush against his own—distant but attentive. No clear words formed, but impressions flowed between them: curiosity, acknowledgment, then understanding of what Callen sought.

The dragon’s response came as a series of images: a high mountain peak, moonlight on snow, the open sky. The meaning was clear—the dragon would come, but not to the outpost with its walls and cramped spaces. It needed open air, height, freedom.

Callen opened his eyes. He would need to climb to the highest peak above the outpost, alone, carrying the anchor. There, perhaps, the dragon would meet him.

He worked through the day, refining the anchor’s form. By sunset, it was complete save for the final stage. A braided band of metals that would encircle his wrist, embedded with objects of power and meaning: Amara’s ring, Nora’s fire-glass, fragments of his own weapons reforged, and sanctuary stone. Throughout the crafting, he had channeled the drift into the metal, speaking ancient words from the dragon-scale book that felt strange yet familiar on his tongue.

As night fell, Callen prepared for his climb. He told only Amara of his plan.

“You shouldn’t go alone,” Amara said. “The mountain is treacherous, especially at night.”

“I have to,” Callen replied, securing the unfinished anchor in a small leather pouch. “The dragon will only come if I’m alone, and this must be performed under open sky. Besides, it’s not treacherous for me.”

Amara studied him in the dim light of their small room. “What happens if it works? If you create this anchor?”

“Balance,” Callen said simply, thinking of the Ashen Oath and what they valued. “Control over the transformation. The ability to draw on dragon power without losing myself to it.”

“And if it fails?”

Callen hesitated. “Then I might lose myself completely. The transformation could become permanent, or…” He didn’t finish the thought.

Amara stepped closer, her hands framing his face. “Then come back to us,” she said. “Whatever happens, find your way back.”

The climb began in darkness, Callen moving swiftly up the rocky path that wound toward the highest peak above the outpost. The mountain air grew colder and thinner as he ascended, but his partially scaled body barely registered the chill. Stars wheeled overhead, their light casting the snow-dusted slopes in silver.

He reached the summit as the moon rose—a flat expanse of stone thrust upward toward the night sky. Wind whipped around him, carrying the scent of snow and distant pine. From this height, he could see for miles in every direction—mountain ranges stretching toward the horizon, valleys cloaked in shadow, and far to the north, peaks that hid Stark’s temple.

Callen removed the anchor from its pouch, the braided metals gleaming in the moonlight. He placed it on a flat stone at the summit’s center, then took a step back. According to the dragon-scale book, he needed to open himself completely to the connection, to invite the dragon’s consciousness without resistance.

He closed his eyes, centering his awareness as Shendra had taught him. This time, instead of carefully controlling the drift within him, he let it expand freely. Scales rippled across his skin in response, the transformation flowing outward from his core. But he didn’t fight it—instead, he directed it.

I am here, he projected into the night. I seek balance. I seek understanding.

The wind shifted, currents changing as if in response to his call. Callen opened his eyes to see clouds gathering above the peak—not natural formations, but swirling patterns drawn by an unseen force. The air grew heavy with energy that made his scales tingle and the unfinished anchor vibrate against the stone.

Then he felt it—the dragon’s consciousness touching his own, no longer distant but immediate and overwhelming. The presence crashed over him like a wave, threatening to sweep away his identity, his sense of self. The transformation accelerated, scales spreading rapidly across his body as dragon awareness flooded his mind.

Callen staggered as he fought to maintain control.

This wasn’t what he had expected—not a gentle sharing of power, but a fundamental challenge to his very being. The dragon’s consciousness seemed to question him, to test him with its vast, alien perspective.

Why? The question formed in Callen’s mind—not his own thought, but the dragon’s. Why seek power?

Callen formed his answer—not in words, but in memories and emotions. Amara’s face as she tended the wounded. Nora’s determined expression as she practiced controlling her fire. The sanctuary burning as the Baron’s forces overran it. Stark in the north, perverting ancient power for his own ends.

To protect, Callen answered. To stop those who would corrupt what they don’t understand.

For a moment, the dragon’s presence seemed to withdraw, considering.

Then it returned with even greater force.

Callen felt his body changing beyond what he had experienced before, pain and fire blazing through him in ways that he could not control. He reached desperately for his anchors—the memories of Amara and Nora, the promises he had made, the love that defined him more than any power could. But they seemed distant, fading as dragon consciousness overwhelmed him.

Callen’s hand fell upon the unfinished anchor.

The metal burned cold against his scaled palm, the materials he had gathered—Amara’s ring, Nora’s fire-glass, fragments of his own weapons, sanctuary stone—resonating with his touch.

Help. Fire.

It was all he could get out.

The sky split open above him, clouds parting as massive wings darkened the moonlight. The dragon descended, seeming to fill the entire summit. Wind roared around Callen as it landed, stone cracking beneath its weight.

Sacrifice, came the thought. Balance requires sacrifice.

Understanding dawned. The final component of the anchor—the willing sacrifice that would bind human and dragon consciousness.

“What must I give?” Callen asked aloud, voice strange.

The dragon’s head lowered until its eye was level with Callen’s own. What defines you?

Callen considered—not what he loved, for that was Amara and Nora, already embodied in the anchor. Not his abilities or power, for those were tools, not identity. What defined him at his core?

My choice, Callen realized. The freedom to choose my path. To reject what was expected of me and become what I chose to be.

That was what had allowed him to leave the Black Veil, to spare Amara and Nora when ordered to kill them, to build a life of protection rather than destruction. Freedom of choice defined him more than any other quality.

The dragon seemed to approve, a sense of acknowledgment flowing between them.

Then that is sacrifice. Bind to purpose beyond choice.

The implications were clear—by creating this anchor, by accepting the balance between human and dragon, Callen would be committing to a path he could not easily abandon. No longer just a man seeking to protect his family, but something more—a Dragon Singer bound.

Callen lifted the unfinished anchor. “I accept.”

The dragon’s head reared back, chest expanding. When it exhaled, it was not destructive fire that emerged, but concentrated flame that engulfed the anchor without touching Callen’s hand. The metals glowed white-hot, colors shifting as dragon fire transformed their very essence.

Pain surged through Callen as the anchor’s transformation resonated with his own. He felt something changing—not just in the metal, but in himself. The sensation was neither entirely physical nor purely mental, but something that was a combination of both.

The dragon fire faded, leaving the anchor transformed.

What had been a braided band of different metals now appeared as a seamless whole, the materials merged into something entirely new. Amara’s ring and Nora’s fire-glass remained visible at its center, but altered—their essence preserved while their form had transformed.

Callen slipped the completed anchor onto his wrist. There was power in it. He could feel it, could feel the way it held him in place, giving control that he’d nearly lost so many times.

The scales covering his body receded.

The dragon regarded him with what might have been approval, its massive head inclining slightly.

Singer, came the thought, clearer than any previous communication. Now you understand.

“Not… everything,” Callen said, his voice his own again. “What’s in the north? What is he after?”

Images flowed into Callen’s mind—not chaotic or overwhelming now, but clear and controlled through the anchor’s balanced connection. He saw a vast chamber deep beneath the northern mountains, and there was a dragon preserved in ancient ice. Not sleeping, as he had assumed, but imprisoned—bound by the same ancient singers who had built the temples, sealed away.

Power beyond control, came the dragon’s warning. The corrupted one seeks to bind what should remain sealed.

“Stark doesn’t understand what he’s doing,” Callen realized.

No. But you must.

The dragon’s wings extended, their span blotting out the stars. North, came its final thought before launching into the night sky. Find me there.

As the dragon vanished into the darkness, Callen stood alone on the mountaintop, the anchor cool against his wrist. He could feel it working, maintaining the connection to dragon consciousness without losing control.

He tested it, drawing deliberately on the power. Scales rippled across his forearm, stopping precisely where he willed them to. The drift flowed through him, controlled and directed rather than wild and consuming. For the first time since touching the dragon egg years ago, Callen felt truly in control of the power within him.

Dawn broke as he descended the mountain, the first rays of sunlight catching on the anchor at his wrist. Its surface shifted in the light, sometimes appearing as metal, sometimes seeming almost alive with scaled patterns.

Amara waited at the outpost’s entrance, her face tight with concern that melted into relief when she saw him approach. “It worked,” she said, not a question.

Callen nodded, extending his hand to show her the anchor. “Yes. But there’s more. I learned what Stark is after in the north—and that it’s more dangerous than we realized. I think I’m going to need to move quickly.”

Amara’s hand found his. “Was that the price?”

“I am not entirely sure what price I committed to.” He held her gaze. “But I have to help the dragon. That was part of it.”

“Then that’s what you must do.”

Callen touched the anchor at his wrist, feeling the balanced power it contained. The transformation was no longer something to fear, but a tool to wield. The question now was whether it would be enough to stop what awaited in the north—and what price he might yet have to pay for the power he had accepted.


Chapter Thirty-One


NORTHERN PATH


Callen traced his finger along maps spread across the worn stone table with his finger, following the treacherous mountain passes that would lead them north, mind churning through what they would have to do in the days ahead.

“Three days to reach the approach if we push hard,” he said, looking up at the small group gathered around the table. “Depending on conditions.”

Elhan studied the map, his brow furrowed. “The eastern pass would be quicker.”

“And more heavily patrolled,” Callen said. “Stark will expect us to take the direct route. We go through the canyon instead.” He pointed to a narrow gorge that cut between towering peaks. “It’s more difficult terrain, but I can use the drift to guide us.”

Garisk, his massive frame dwarfing his chair, nodded in agreement. “The canyon offers better cover, and fewer of the Lord Regent’s forces will be stationed there.” His voice still carried the rasp from injuries sustained during the sanctuary’s fall.

“How soon do we need to move?” Frinna asked.

Callen glanced toward the door as it opened, admitting two snow-covered scouts. The room fell silent as the pair approached the table.

“Report,” Lysara commanded.

“We observed the northern site for two days,” the first scout said, her voice tight with urgency. “Stark’s preparations are accelerating. They’ve cleared most of the ice from the dormant dragon.”

“And they’re constructing some kind of ritual circle,” added the second scout. “Workers are moving in shifts without pause. Based on what we observed, they’ll be ready within seventy-two hours.”

A heavy silence fell over the room.

“Three days,” Callen said grimly. “That’s our deadline.”

“How many fighters can we spare?” Frinna asked, her weathered face grim in the morning light.

“Not many,” Lysara replied. “We need to maintain defenses here. The Baron knows we evacuated, and may send forces here.”

Callen flexed his wrist, feeling the anchor’s reassuring weight. In the days since its creation, he had grown accustomed to its presence—the way it balanced the power flowing through him, keeping the transformation under control. No longer did scales appear unbidden across his skin; now they came only when summoned, and receded when dismissed.

“A small group moves faster anyway,” he said.

“But could be outnumbered,” Frinna said.

“Better outnumbered than not reach it at all,” he said.

“I’m going,” Elhan said, the statement leaving no room for argument.

“I’ll select five of our best fighters with mountain experience,” Lysara said. “They won’t slow you down.”

Callen nodded, feeling the absence of Sarral’s calm voice. His sacrifice at the sanctuary had left a void in their council that no one had tried to fill. The empty chair at the table stood as a silent reminder of what they had already lost.

The door opened, admitting a gust of cold air and a figure dusted with snow. Kira brushed white flakes from her dark clothes as she stepped into the chamber, her movements betraying only slight stiffness from her healing injuries.

“I want to go,” she said without preamble.

All eyes turned to her.

“Why?” Frinna asked, her voice neutral but her eyes sharp.

“Because I know my father’s methods better than anyone. I know how he thinks, how he plans.” She looked directly at Callen. “And because I have unfinished business with him.”

“Absolutely not,” Lysara said flatly. “We can’t trust her.”

“I agree,” said one of the scouts. “She’s Stark’s daughter. How do we know this isn’t some elaborate trap?”

“I’ve fought alongside you,” Kira said, her voice tightly controlled. “I helped defend the sanctuary. I’ve given you information about my father’s operations.”

“Which could all be part of the deception,” Frinna countered. “Lead us into a false sense of security, then betray us when it matters most.”

The debate intensified, voices rising as council members argued. Callen watched Kira’s face, noting the flicker of emotion behind her composed expression.

“She comes,” Callen said over the voices.

Silence fell. Callen studied her, seeing not just Stark’s daughter but a young woman who had suffered at her father’s hands—who had chosen to betray him to protect others from the same fate.

“Fine. Then including Kira.” Frinna looked as if she might object, but Callen held up his hand. “Her knowledge of Stark’s operations could be useful.”

The council’s planning continued, discussing supplies, weapons, and communication protocols. When they finally adjourned, Callen found Amara waiting in the corridor outside, her face composed but her eyes troubled.

“You’ve decided, then,” she said as they walked together toward their small quarters.

“The anchor works,” Callen replied, touching the braided metal band at his wrist. “I can control the transformation now. But Stark is getting closer to awakening the dormant dragon. We know what happens if he succeeds.”

They didn’t. Not really. But it meant power for him. And that was dangerous enough. Reason for them to move more quickly than they had so far.

“I know,” Amara said softly. “I’m not trying to stop you. I just…” She paused, choosing her words. “I worry what price you’ll have to pay for this power.”

They reached their room, where Nora sat cross-legged on a pallet, practicing forming a small flame between her palms. The fire danced and shifted in response to her concentration, taking different shapes as she directed it.

She looked up at him. “You’re leaving, aren’t you?”

This was the hardest part. “I have to. You know why, don’t you?”

She looked down at her hands. “I know. You promised the dragon.” A flame danced across her palm. “Will you come back?” Her voice remained steady, but her hands clenched in her lap, extinguishing the fire.

“Always,” Callen said, reaching for her. “I made that promise before, remember?”

She nodded, throwing her arms around his neck. Over her shoulder, Callen’s eyes met Amara’s. The unspoken fear hung between them—that this time, the promise might be beyond his ability to keep.

The day before departure, Callen walked through the outpost, observing the preparations of those who would join him.

In a small courtyard, Elhan stood alone, practicing with his fire. Unlike the usual broad waves of flame Pyrin fighters typically employed, he focused on creating thin, precise jets of fire that could target specific points. Again and again, he directed narrow streams at small marks on a stone wall, his concentration absolute.

“You’ve been practicing,” Callen observed.

Elhan lowered his hands, the flames dissipating. “If we’re facing transformed soldiers, I need to be able to target vulnerable points. Normal fire won’t stop them.”

“You seem particularly determined,” Callen said.

Elhan’s expression hardened. “The Pyrin have always stood against those who would misuse power. Stark’s corruption of the drift is an abomination.” His hands clenched at his sides. “I’ve seen what his experiments have done to people. It’s my responsibility to stop it.”

In another part of the outpost, the Ashen Oath scouts were gathered around a table with detailed maps of the northern territory. They worked methodically, committing every feature to memory, discussing approaches and escape routes.

“We won’t have time to consult maps once we’re there,” one of them explained when Callen approached. “We need to know this terrain as well as our own home.”

“Why did you volunteer?” Callen asked her.

“My village was one of the first to be ‘requisitioned’ for Stark’s experiments,” she replied, never taking her eyes from the map. “I was hunting in the forest when they came. I returned to find everyone gone.”

Similar stories emerged from each volunteer—personal connections to Stark’s cruelty, loved ones lost to his ambition, homes destroyed in his pursuit of power. What had begun as a mission to stop a threat was, for many of them, deeply personal.

Callen returned to his quarters to find Amara preparing healing supplies. She glanced up as he entered. “Everyone has their reasons for going,” she said quietly.

“Yes,” Callen agreed. “And they’re all willing to die for them.”

That evening, he sat alone on the outpost’s wall, testing the anchor’s control. He summoned scales across his arm, then directed them to spread in specific patterns, advancing and receding with precision. The transformation responded to his will with a fluidity that still amazed him.

The dragon scale book lay open beside him, its pages filled with diagrams of the northern site that had appeared as they’d discussed their plans. It seemed to understand what they faced, offering insights into the complex’s structure and the nature of the corrupted dragon.

“Will it be enough?” he asked the empty air, watching scales ripple across his skin in controlled waves.

The anchor hummed in response, neither confirming nor denying, but steady in its presence.

They departed before dawn the next morning, the small group gathered at the outpost’s northern gate. Ten fighters as Callen had specified: Elhan and four Pyrin warriors, five Ashen Oath scouts with mountain experience, and Kira, who stood slightly apart from the others, her face half-hidden by a wool scarf against the cold.

Amara and Nora came to see them off. Lysara stood with them to give final instructions to her fighters.

“Two weeks,” she said to Callen. “If you haven’t returned or sent word by then, we’ll assume the worst.”

Callen nodded. “If we succeed, you’ll know. One way or another.”

“If you fail,” Lysara said, her voice pitched for his ears alone, “the outpost cannot stand against what Stark will become. Be aware of that.”

“It’s not only the outpost that’s in danger,” he said.

Amara stepped forward, pressing something into his hand—a small cloth bundle that radiated warmth. “Healing herbs,” she said. “And this.” She placed a kiss against his lips, brief but fierce. “Come back to us.”

“I will,” Callen said, tucking the herbs into his pack.

Nora approached next, standing tall despite the early hour. She reached up, touching the anchor at his wrist. “Don’t fight it. That’s what Elder Shendra says about my fire—don’t fight it, guide it.”

Callen smiled, kneeling to her level. “When did you get so wise?”

“I’ve always been wise,” she replied with a seriousness that made his heart ache.

He embraced her, feeling her small arms wrap tightly around his neck. Then he stood, and they were moving through the gate and into the biting cold of the mountain dawn, leaving warmth and safety behind.

The first day passed in slow, silent progress. The snow had fallen heavily overnight, making each step a battle against drifts that sometimes reached their knees. Callen took the lead, using the drift to detect safe passages and potential hazards hidden beneath the pristine white surface. Using the drift had always been easy for Callen, but now that he had the enhanced connection to the dragon, it was much easier than it had been before.

The Pyrin fighters proved invaluable, using flames to clear paths through the deepest drifts and providing warmth during brief rest periods. As darkness fell, they made camp in the shelter of a stone outcropping. The Pyrin fighters created small heat sources they could huddle around, barely visible but radiating enough warmth to prevent freezing.

Callen took first watch, climbing to a position where he could observe their back trail. The anchor at his wrist hummed faintly, responding to his subtle use of the drift as he extended his awareness outward. No pursuit yet, though he hadn’t expected any. Their departure had been quiet, and the falling snow would have covered their tracks.

Kira joined him, moving silently despite the snow. She settled beside him without speaking, her breath clouding in the frigid air.

“You should rest,” Callen said after several minutes of silence.

“So should you,” she replied. “But here we are.”

Another silence stretched between them, broken only by the soft whistling of wind through the rocks.

“Why did you agree to let me come?” she finally asked.

Callen considered the question. “Because you deserve the chance to face him.”

“You know he won’t surrender,” Kira said. “Even if it’s me.”

“I know.” Callen studied her profile in the darkness. “What will you do when the moment comes?”

Her eyes remained fixed on the distant darkness. “Whatever’s necessary.”

She left him then, returning to the camp below. Callen watched her go, wondering if she was prepared for what awaited at the northern site—if any of them were.

That night, as most of the group slept, Callen felt the dragon’s consciousness brush against his own—distant but growing clearer as they moved north. Through their connection, he caught glimpses of vast ice fields, ancient stone structures partially buried in snow, and something darker beneath it all. A presence, slumbering but stirring.

When he slept, he had fitful dreams, and knew he hadn’t rested nearly enough, but it had to be enough. The others didn’t look any better rested than him, though.

Dawn of the second day brought clear skies and bitter cold that froze breath into ice crystals. They broke camp quickly, eager to move and generate warmth. Callen led them higher, following a ridge that would eventually connect with Whisper Canyon. As the sun climbed higher, Callen noticed Elhan studying their surroundings.

“Something wrong?” Callen asked when they paused for a brief rest.

Elhan pointed to dark streaks visible on the mountainside ahead. “Those aren’t natural,” he said. “Fire damage, but not like anything I’ve seen before.”

Callen extended the drift, sensing disturbances in the natural patterns. They approached cautiously. From what he could see, there was evidence that something had been here—something twisted, he suspected. Which meant power had been here as well.

“We need to move faster,” Callen said, a new urgency filling him.

By midday, they reached the entrance to the canyon—a narrow cleft between towering cliffs that seemed to disappear into darkness. Wind funneled through the passage, creating the eerie moaning that gave the canyon its name.

“Three days through this?” Elhan asked, eyeing the forbidding entrance.

“Two,” Callen said. “We push as hard as we can.” He flexed his wrist, feeling the anchor’s reassuring weight. “I can use the drift to guide us, even in darkness.”

No one argued. They all understood what was at stake.

The canyon proved as treacherous as expected—narrow passages that sometimes required them to squeeze sideways, ice-slick footing that threatened to send the unwary plummeting into unseen depths, and temperatures that dropped as the sun failed to penetrate the towering walls.

That night, huddled in a small cave off the main passage, one of the Pyrin fighters, a man named Josak, approached Callen.

“How much control do you have?” Josak asked, his copper skin reflecting the small heat source he maintained between his palms. “Over the transformation.”

Callen studied him, noting the subtle patterns of old burn scars across his forearms—not from enemies, but from his own fire improperly controlled. “More than I did. Why?”

“My entire family lived in Eastridge,” Josak said quietly. “One of the villages where they tested early transformations. My wife, my daughters... all taken for ‘examinations.’ I never saw them again.” His flame flickered, growing momentarily brighter. “But I saw what those examinations created. At the sanctuary.”

Callen understood the question behind Josak’s words. “If we find them... like that...?”

“I want to free them,” Josak said simply. “Not kill them. Free them.”

Callen understood what he was asking. Would he be willing to embrace the transformation fully when the time came?

“I can control it now.”

Josak nodded, seemingly satisfied. “Good. Because whatever’s left isn’t human anymore. And no one should suffer that.”

The conversation left Callen troubled as he took his turn on watch. The anchor had given him control, yes, but at what point did using that power make him no better than Stark? Where was the line between transformation as a tool and transformation as corruption?

He found no easy answers in the whispering darkness of the canyon.

The third day brought them deeper into the canyon, where ice formed twisting sculptures that hung from the narrowing walls. Progress slowed as they navigated increasingly difficult terrain. Twice they were forced to backtrack when passages proved impassable, adding precious hours to their journey.

Callen grew more restless with each delay. The dragon’s presence in his mind had strengthened, its consciousness pressing more insistently against his own. Through their connection, he sensed growing urgency—not just the dragon’s, but something deeper.

The drift pulled on him in ways it had not before. Callen worried what that meant—and worried they were running short on time. When they stopped to navigate a particularly challenging section where the path had collapsed, leaving only a narrow ledge along the canyon wall, Callen pulled Elhan aside.

“I need to scout ahead,” he said. “Alone.”

Elhan frowned. “That’s not the plan.”

“We’re losing time,” Callen said. “I can move faster on my own, get a better sense of what lies ahead.”

“And if you encounter Stark’s forces?”

Callen touched the anchor at his wrist. “I can handle myself.”

After a moment’s hesitation, Elhan nodded. “Two hours. Then we continue, with or without you.”

Callen moved ahead, using the drift to navigate the treacherous path. Once out of sight of the others, he allowed a partial transformation—scales spreading across his arms and legs, enhancing his strength and agility. With these changes, he could move faster, leap gaps that would stop others, climb sections that appeared sheer.

The anchor regulated the flow of power, keeping his mind clear even as his body changed. This was what made his transformation different from Stark’s corrupted soldiers—conscious choice, controlled change, purpose directed by will rather than wild instinct. Callen hoped that was enough.

He reached a high vantage point where the canyon opened slightly. From here, he could see the path ahead—another day’s journey to the canyon’s end, then two more across the glacier fields to the northern site. But something else caught his attention—movement in the distance. Dark shapes against the white snow.

Callen extended the drift, pushing his awareness to its limits. The distant figures registered as a patrol—Black Veil, not transformed soldiers, moving parallel to the canyon, seemingly searching.

They were being hunted.

More troubling was what he sensed beyond them—a massive disturbance in the natural patterns of energy that flowed through the mountains. Something was happening at the northern site, something that twisted what he could detect of the drift itself.

Callen closed his eyes, reaching for the connection with the dragon. The response came immediately, stronger than ever before. Through the dragon connection, he glimpsed the site—a vast structure built into the mountainside. Dozens of figures moved around its perimeter, some in the dark uniforms of Black Veil, others transformed, their scaled bodies reflecting the strange light.

And soon they would reach the dragon.

Not dragon, came the thought from Callen’s dragon. Corrupted. Twisted. Wrong.

Callen understood. What lay beneath the ice was not simply a dormant dragon, but something else—a dragon that had been changed, corrupted somehow. And not killed.

Maybe it couldn’t be killed.

And Stark sought to awaken it, to bind its power to himself.

Callen descended rapidly, using transformation-enhanced speed and strength to cover ground that had taken hours to traverse initially. He found the group making slow progress along the narrow ledge, Elhan leading the way.

“We have a problem,” Callen said, jumping down to join them. “Stark’s forces are searching the area. And worse, I think Stark will reach the dragon soon.”

Quickly, he explained what he had seen—the patrols, the massive circle, what he knew of the corrupted dragon beneath the ice.

“How much time do we have?” Elhan asked.

“Not enough,” Callen said. “Not if we continue like this.”

Callen closed his eyes, extending the drift deeper into the mountain. The anchor at his wrist hummed, enhancing his awareness as he searched for alternative paths. At first, there was only stone and ice, the natural formations of the mountains. Then he felt it—a hollow space beneath them, not just a single cave but an entire network tunneling through the mountain’s heart.

“There’s another way,” he said, opening his eyes. “Caves running beneath the glacier. They lead directly toward the northern site.”

“Caves?” Elhan frowned. “How far down?”

“Not far. There’s an entrance…” Callen turned, orienting himself as he followed the drift pattern. “Half a mile east of here. It appears extensive.”

They set off, none talking. The urgency made them move quickly. The entrance to the cave system lay hidden beneath an overhang of ice, so perfectly concealed that even standing before it, Callen could barely discern its outline.

“Stay close,” he warned as they entered. “It will be easy to get lost down here.”

The initial passage descended steeply, ice giving way to stone that bore strange markings—not natural formations, but deliberate carvings similar to those Callen had seen in the Dragon Singer temples. Ancient symbols spiraled across the walls.

“This place is old,” Elhan observed, creating a small flame that cast dancing shadows across the carved patterns.

“I think this was built by the original Dragon Singers—part of whatever complex lies beneath the site above.”

They moved deeper, the passages winding through the mountain. The air grew warmer as they descended, tinged with unfamiliar scents—metallic and organic at once, reminiscent of the transformation energy but somehow wrong.

Callen led the group deeper into the cave system, the drift guiding them through passages that twisted and descended into the mountain’s heart. The ancient stone walls bore strange markings—deliberate carvings that resembled the symbols he had seen in the Dragon Singer temples. Some pulsed with faint illumination when he passed, responding to his presence in ways that made the anchor at his wrist hum with sympathetic energy.

“These passages are old,” Elhan observed, creating a small flame that cast dancing shadows across the carved patterns.

“I think they were built by the original Dragon Singers,” Callen confirmed, touching one of the glowing symbols. “Part of whatever complex lies beneath the northern site.”

As they descended further, the air grew warmer, carrying unfamiliar scents—metallic and organic at once, reminiscent of transformation energy but somehow wrong. Corrupted. The drift patterns around them shifted, becoming more chaotic and less natural.

Callen paused at a junction where several tunnels converged. His enhanced senses detected disturbances ahead—residual energy signatures that felt twisted, warped from whatever they had originally been.

“Something’s not right,” he said, extending his awareness further. “The drift ahead has been altered.”

They followed a passage that widened gradually, leading them into a large chamber dominated by massive formations. Callen’s the drift suddenly flared in warning, detecting movement—erratic, unstable, but definitely present. He signaled the others to halt, drawing his sword silently. The blade hummed, responding to the residual energy that permeated the chamber.

“We’re not alone,” he whispered.

A creature emerged, moving on all fours, its limbs elongated and twisted, body covered in patches of scales that grew in chaotic, cancerous patterns. Its face retained just enough human features to make its transformation all the more horrifying—one eye remained recognizably human, filled with pain and awareness, while the other had become a reptilian slit that glowed with feral intelligence.

The creature paused, scenting the air. Then it raised its head and screamed—a sound that was part human agony, part draconic rage.

More shapes moved in the darkness beyond. How many were here?

“They’re coming,” Callen said, the anchor at his wrist pulsing as he drew on its power. Scales spread across his arms and chest, controlled and purposeful. “Form a circle. Back to back.”

The transformed creatures attacked from all sides—once human, now something else. Some retained weapons or armor, suggesting they had once been soldiers. Others were completely feral, their bodies so transformed they barely resembled anything human.

Callen met the first charge, his scaled sword cutting through a creature that leaped at him. He felt no satisfaction as it fell—only sadness for what they had endured.

“There are too many,” Elhan shouted, driving back a particularly massive creature whose arms had fused.

They couldn’t afford to be trapped here, fighting an endless horde while Stark completed his work above. A decision formed—one he had hoped to avoid as he didn’t know how it would work.

“Get back,” he ordered the others. “Form a defensive line behind me. Prepare to run when I give the signal.”

He moved forward, allowing the transformation to flow further through him. Scales spread across his entire body now, his vision shifting as his eyes changed. The anchor maintained his consciousness, keeping his mind his own even as his form altered.

The creatures seemed to sense the change, hesitating. Callen raised his sword, channeling the drift through the blade until it glowed with blue light.

Then he struck with pure the drift directed through the weapon.

A wave of power erupted from the blade, slamming into the creatures with enough force to throw them backward. The chamber itself trembled.

“Now!” Callen shouted.

The others ran, Elhan leading them toward the passage he had indicated would take them upward. Callen held his position, continuing to focus energy through his sword to keep the creatures at bay.

When the last of them had disappeared into the tunnel, Callen backed away slowly, maintaining the drift barrier between himself and the creatures. Only when he reached the tunnel entrance did he turn and run, the howls of the transformed echoing behind him.

The passage climbed steeply, winding through the mountain’s upper reaches. Callen caught up to the others quickly, transformation-enhanced speed closing the distance. The scales receded gradually as he ran, the anchor regulating the power now that immediate danger had passed.

The passage narrowed as they continued upward, winding through ancient stone that gradually gave way to newer construction. They passed a series of small chambers carved into the rock—cells with heavy steel doors, many of which stood open and empty. The sight reminded Callen of Sturmov Manor, where Stark had kept his test subjects before.

“Holding cells,” Callen observed, peering into one. Faded bloodstains marked the floor, and scratches covered the walls—some appearing to be desperate messages or tallies that had been abandoned mid-count.

“My father was always methodical,” Kira said, her voice empty of emotion.

The air grew colder as they ascended, suggesting they were approaching the surface. Callen extended the drift, mapping their surroundings and detecting activity above.

“Heavy movement on the surface,” he reported. “Dozens of people.”

The passage ended at a narrow fissure in the rock, clearly natural rather than constructed. Cold air flowed through it, carrying the scent of snow and machinery.

“This should put us just beyond the main site,” Callen said, examining the opening.

One by one, they squeezed through the narrow gap, emerging onto a snow-covered ledge that overlooked a massive bowl-like depression in the mountainside. The sight below made them all freeze in stunned silence.

What had once been rock had been systematically excavated, leaving a circular pit that descended deep into the ice. Hundreds of continued the dig, and at the center of the pit, partially exposed from the ice, lay something massive and dark—a form so large that Callen initially mistook it for bedrock. But as his eyes adjusted, the shape resolved into something else entirely: scales as large as shields, a partially visible limb ending in claws that could crush a man, and what might have been the edge of a folded wing.

“The dragon,” Callen whispered. “They’re digging it out.”

The excavation had progressed far beyond what he had expected. Much of the dragon’s form remained entombed in ice, but portions had been carefully exposed.

They were almost out of time.


Chapter Thirty-Two


CORRUPTED ICE


Callen crouched low behind a jagged outcropping of ice, studying the massive excavation below. The bitter wind carried the sounds of metal striking ice and the occasional crack as another section gave way. From their vantage point, the scale of Stark’s operation was breathtaking—and horrifying.

Hundreds of workers toiled in the massive pit. Some wore the dark uniforms of Black Veil initiates, others the simple clothes of conscripted laborers. Most disturbing were those partially transformed—scales spreading across exposed skin, movements stiff as their bodies fought the changes being forced upon them.

“So many,” Elhan said, his voice soft.

“This isn’t just ice,” Callen replied. “It’s a prison.”

At the pit’s center, where the massive dragon form lay partially exposed, Callen could see a group of figures directing the operation. Even from this distance, Stark’s tall form was unmistakable. Beside him stood several transformed officers, their bodies more stable than the twisted creatures they’d encountered in the caves below.

They had to have been at this for months.

Why do this here and now if he’d been after the dragon that Callen had connected to? There had to be more to this, though Callen wasn’t sure what that might be.

Callen studied the exposed portions of the dragon. Unlike the one he was connected to, this creature’s scales were dull, lacking luster even where workers had cleared away the ice. Something about it felt wrong—the drift emanating from the massive form was discordant.

Corrupted, his dragon had called it. Twisted. Wrong.

“What’s the plan?” Elhan asked, flames flickering briefly between his fingers.

Callen considered their options. The excavation site was heavily defended, with Black Veil patrols circling the perimeter and transformed soldiers stationed at key points. A direct assault wouldn’t work.

“We need to stop Stark from connecting to the dragon,” Callen said. “That means getting close to it.”

“And how do we do that without being seen?” one of the Pyrin fighters asked.

Callen’s eyes traced the network of narrow trenches cut into the excavation site, providing access to different sections of the dragon. “We split up. Small groups have a better chance of getting in undetected.”

“And if we’re caught?” Elhan asked.

“Then we create enough chaos to allow the others to continue,” Callen replied, his hand moving to his scaled sword. “Elhan, you’ll take three fighters and approach from the eastern side. The rest will go around to the north.”

Elhan nodded. “And you?”

“I’ll take Josak and head for the central pit. If we can reach the dragon before Stark completes whatever he’s planning, we might be able to stop this.”

“What about me?” Kira asked, her voice tight.

Callen studied her. The conflict within her was evident—hatred for what her father had become, coupled with the complex bonds that still tied her to him.

“You’ll come with me,” he said.

“We’ll move in phases,” Callen explained, drawing a rough diagram in the snow. “First, infiltration—getting past the barriers without detection. Then disruption—target the ritual components Stark has arranged. Based on what we’ve observed, he’s positioned ceremonial markers at specific points around the dragon.”

He circled several locations on his diagram. “If we can destroy these, it should prevent the binding.”

“And if we’re discovered?” asked one of the Ashen Oath scouts.

“Then we enter the survival phase,” Callen said. “Create as much chaos as possible while retreating to the evacuation point.”

The others would create diversions at key points around the perimeter, hopefully drawing attention away from their primary objectives. As they prepared to move, a commotion at the edge of the excavation drew their attention.

A group of riders approached, their horses struggling through the deep snow. At their center rode a figure wrapped in heavy furs, his features unmistakable even at this distance.

“The Baron,” Callen said.

They watched as Baron Selwyn dismounted. Workers bowed as he passed. Stark moved to meet him, and even from their distance, the tension between the two men was palpable.

“Something’s wrong,” Kira said, leaning forward to better observe. “They’re arguing.”

Indeed, the Baron’s gestures had grown animated, one gloved hand pointing repeatedly at the exposed dragon while the other jabbed toward Stark’s chest. For his part, Stark stood unnaturally still, only the occasional flash of scales across his face betraying agitation.

Callen extended the drift, trying to catch fragments of their conversation, but they were too distant. Still, he could feel the discord between them—the Baron’s cold steadiness clashing with Stark’s increasingly unstable sense.

“This can work for us, but we need to go quickly.”

As the others withdrew to prepare, Callen remained watching the excavation, the anchor at his wrist humming with increasing intensity. Through it, he reached for the connection with his dragon, seeking its guidance.

Careful, came the impression. Ancient power. Dangerous.

“What happened here?” Callen whispered.

Prison. Punishment. Warning.

Callen understood. What lay in the ice wasn’t merely a dormant dragon, but one deliberately imprisoned. The ancient Dragon Singers hadn’t preserved it but contained it.

And Stark was about to set it free.

Darkness fell quickly in the northern mountains, night illuminated only by the fires burning around the excavation site. Callen, Kira, and Josak moved silently through the shadows, their progress slow and deliberate as they descended toward the massive pit.

Callen kept the drift extended, detecting the patterns of guards and workers. Most of the laborers had withdrawn to crude shelters erected around the site’s perimeter, while Black Veil maintained their vigilant patrols.

They reached the edge of the excavation, where a series of wooden ladders and rope systems provided access to the different levels. Callen signaled a halt, scanning the scene below. The Baron and Stark had moved to a platform constructed directly above the exposed portion of the dragon’s head. Whatever they planned would be happening soon, he suspected.

A flash of light from the eastern edge of the excavation told him that Elhan’s team was making their move. Fire erupted among a stack of supplies, followed by shouts of alarm. Guards rushed toward the disturbance.

“Now,” Callen said, leading them down the nearest ladder.

They descended swiftly, using the growing chaos as cover. More explosions followed—the other teams executing their parts of the plan. Workers ran as flames spread among the wooden structures surrounding the pit.

Callen, Kira, and Josak reached the lower level, ducking into a narrow trench that led toward the center. They moved quickly, staying low. They were halfway to the central platform when a patrol of transformed soldiers appeared ahead, blocking their path. The creatures’ scaled bodies reflected the distant firelight, their movements jerky.

Callen drew his sword.

The blade hummed eagerly as he allowed scales to spread across his arms, enhancing his strength. Josak’s hands ignited with Pyrin flame, while Kira drew daggers from her belt.

Callen met the attack head-on, sending the resonant power through his sword, which cut easily. Josak’s flames caught another. And Kira moved between them, her blades stabbing quickly.

The skirmish ended quickly, but the alarm had been raised.

“We need to split up,” Callen decided. “Josak, head toward Elhan’s team. Create as much chaos as you can.”

The Pyrin fighter nodded, casting one final worried glance at the central platform before disappearing down a side passage.

“Kira—” Callen began, but she cut him off.

“I know what I need to do,” she said, her eyes fixed on the platform where her father stood. “I can get closer than anyone else.”

Before Callen could respond, she slipped into the shadows.

Alone now, Callen continued toward the central platform, using the drift to avoid patrols. The fighting had spread across the excavation site. From the northern edge, more explosions suggested the other teams were successfully executing their diversions.

Callen spotted the first ritual component—a metallic rod embedded in the ice, inscribed with symbols that pulsed with dark energy. Similar markers formed a circle around the dragon’s exposed form, connected by lines of power that fed into the central platform.

Moving quickly between cover, Callen reached the nearest marker. His scaled sword hummed as he brought it down in a precise strike, severing the rod at its base. The energy flowed back on itself, crackling dangerously before dissipating.

A tremor ran through the excavation site—subtle but unmistakable. The disruption had been noticed.

Callen moved to the next marker, destroying it with another swift strike. The tremor that followed was stronger, ice cracking beneath his feet as the dragon stirred in its prison.

“Find the intruders!” Stark’s voice echoed across the excavation. “Secure the remaining markers!”

Callen reached the base of the central platform, concealing himself behind a massive shard of ice. From here, he could see clearly. Stark stood at the circle’s edge. Scales covered most of his visible skin. Beside him, the Baron studied the exposed dragon head.

The dragon’s features were wrong. Its scales were arranged in unnatural patterns, some growing inward rather than out. One massive eye, partially visible through the ice, was clouded and malformed, the pupil split into jagged fragments rather than a smooth slit.

As Callen watched, the Baron approached Stark, speaking in low, urgent tones. Their disagreement had clearly escalated, the Baron’s gestures becoming more insistent as he pointed to specific runes in the circle.

“—cannot risk premature awakening,” the Baron was saying, his voice carrying in a momentary lull in the fighting. “The binding must be complete before⁠—”

“You understand nothing,” Stark interrupted, his voice distorted from what Callen remembered. “These preparations are for your benefit, not mine.”

The Baron’s expression hardened. “Need I remind you who provided the knowledge that brought you here? Who translated the ancient texts when you could not?”

“And need I remind you,” Stark replied, “that your usefulness has limits, Baron?”

Callen understood the tension. The Baron wanted to control the power being unleashed; Stark intended to become it.

Movement from the shadows caught Callen’s attention—Kira, approaching the platform from the opposite side, her dark clothing allowing her to blend with the deepening shadows as evening approached.

But Callen needed to create a distraction.

He focused the drift, channeling it into the ice beneath the platform. The anchor at his wrist hummed as he directed the energy with careful control, seeking the natural fault lines in the ancient ice.

A crack echoed through the excavation.

The ice beneath the platform shifted, sending workers stumbling. The Baron grabbed a support post to steady himself while Stark merely adjusted his stance.

“We have visitors,” Stark said, eyes scanning the shadows. “I’ve felt the drift since sunset.”

Stark had known they were coming. Had perhaps even expected it.

Callen abandoned stealth for speed, scaling the platform’s side in a series of swift movements enhanced by partial transformation. Scales spread across his arms and legs, giving him strength and agility.

He reached the platform’s edge just as Kira emerged from the opposite side, her eyes locked on her father. For a moment, Stark seemed surprised—not by Callen’s appearance, but by his daughter’s.

“Kira,” he said, her name sounding wrong in his transformed voice. “You’ve returned. Have you reconsidered my offer?”

“I’ve come to end this,” she replied, drawing her blades. “Whatever you’ve become—it’s not my father anymore.”

Stark’s face twisted into what might have been sadness. “Still so limited in your vision, daughter. I offered you power beyond what you can imagine.”

“Look at what you’ve become. Look at what you’ve done to those people.” She gestured toward the transformed soldiers fighting below.

The Baron edged toward the carved circle.

Callen drew his sword. The blade hummed. “Step away from the dragon, both of you.”

“Nightshade,” Stark said, turning to face him. “Did you enjoy my little test subjects in the caves below? Failures, mostly—but educational.”

“You’re not awakening this dragon,” Callen said, advancing slowly. “You don’t understand what it is—what it was imprisoned for. The ancients imprisoned it for a reason.”

“Because they feared true power,” Stark said dismissively. “As all lesser beings do.” A terrible smile spread across his scaled face. “The ancient texts were quite clear on what sleeps here. Not just any dragon, but one who discovered how to absorb the power of its own kind. A betrayer, yes, but one of magnificent vision.”

Without warning, he struck—not at Callen but at the Baron.

A pulse of the drift energy fired from Stark’s palm, catching him in the chest and sending him staggering backward.

“I no longer require your assistance, Baron,” Stark said. “Our arrangement has reached its conclusion.”

The Baron’s face contorted as he regained his footing. “You would betray me?”

“Betray implies we were ever equals,” Stark replied. “We both know that was never true.”

The Baron pulled something from inside his cloak—a device similar to the one that had exploded at the sanctuary, but smaller, its configuration different.

Stark laughed. “Your toys cannot affect what I’ve become.”

As they faced each other, Callen saw his opening. He charged forward.

Without looking away from the Baron, Stark gestured sharply.

The ice beneath Callen’s feet erupted, sending him stumbling. By the time he regained his footing, transformed soldiers had swarmed onto the platform, separating him from Stark.

Across the platform, Kira engaged another group of guards, her blades flashing as she fought to reach her father. The Baron had recovered from Stark’s attack and was backing away, the drift disruptor still clutched in his hand.

More of Stark’s forces converged on the platform.

Callen fought, his scaled sword cutting through transformed flesh as creatures pressed in from all sides. He caught glimpses of the battle spreading across the excavation site—Elhan and the Pyrin fighters creating walls of flame to hold back Black Veil forces, the Ashen Oath scouts engaged in desperate combat near the perimeter.

And he could feel the trapped dragon energy, somehow changing.

They were outnumbered, surrounded, and running out of time.

The excavation site was coming apart around them. Massive chunks of ice calved from the walls, crushing workers and equipment below. Deep chasms opened as ancient ice shifted, swallowing entire sections of the operation. What had been an organized excavation was rapidly becoming a collapsing ice cavern.

“Retreat to higher ground!” Callen heard someone shout—one of the Ashen Oath scouts directing survivors toward the remaining exit paths. “The whole site is collapsing!”

Through the chaos, Callen glimpsed Elhan and his team fighting their way toward an ice bridge that still stood, helping wounded comrades as they went. The survival phase of their mission had begun—now it was about getting out alive.

Yet Stark seemed oblivious to the destruction, his focus entirely on the awakening dragon. The massive creature’s eye had begun to move beneath the remaining ice, tracking the movement around it with growing awareness.

Stark stepped into the center of the carved circle.

“Father, stop!” Kira cried, fighting her way closer.

Then the Baron activated the drift disruptor.

Energy erupted from the device, rippling across the platform in waves.

Stark straightened, scales spreading to cover him completely. He turned toward the Baron, one clawed hand extended. “Your understanding of the drift is primitive, Baron. Allow me to demonstrate.”

A pulse of energy shot from Stark’s palm, catching the Baron squarely in the chest. The nobleman flew backward, crashing into the platform’s railing. The drift disruptor fell from his grasp, clattering onto the ice below.

“Father?” Kira said, abandoning her fight with the guards to lunge toward Stark.

Stark turned, catching her mid-leap. His hand closed around her throat, lifting her until her feet dangled above the platform. “You could have stood with me, daughter,” he said, something like regret in his voice. “Instead, you will witness what you rejected.”

Callen fought to reach them, but the transformed soldiers blocked his attempt. Through the fighting, he saw Stark drag Kira forward. The ice beneath the platform trembled.

Callen cut down two more soldiers, finally creating a path toward Stark.

The entire mountain seemed to shudder now. Snow cascaded from the peaks above, triggering avalanches that swept away the camps at the excavation’s edge. Deep beneath them, something ancient and terrible was stirring, its movements sending shockwaves through the surrounding ice.

“It’s too late,” Stark called, his voice rising above the cacophony of destruction. “The dragon awakens!”

The excavation site shook violently. Workers and soldiers alike fell to their knees as the ground beneath them heaved. Cracks spread through the ice, radiating outward from the central platform.

Then a roar split the night.

Not from the corrupted dragon still mostly entombed in ice, but from above.

Callen looked up to see that his dragon had come.

Fire erupted across the site as the dragon descended, intentionally targeting the transformed soldiers and Black Veil. Stark’s forces scattered.

Callen used the distraction to make his final push toward Stark.

Kira struggled in his grasp. The corrupt energy flowing between Stark and the imprisoned dragon had intensified, crackling with power.

“Stark!” Callen shouted, raising his sword.

There was a surge of painful power. The ice cracked again, deep and resonant.

Whatever he was doing would happen soon. The dragon would be freed.

Callen didn’t know what he could do. He looked up, searching for the dragon circling overhead.

And then the ground beneath him trembled again as the dragon started to awaken.


Chapter Thirty-Three


BROKEN BINDING


The dragon’s roar shattered the night. Fire rained down upon the excavation site as his dragon descended in sweeping arcs, each pass targeting the transformed soldiers and Black Veil with terrifying precision. Workers scattered, abandoning their posts as chaos erupted across the massive pit.

Callen used the distraction to push forward, cutting through the remaining transformed soldiers that stood between him and Stark. His scaled sword sang with each strike, the drift flowing through the blade as it sliced through corrupted flesh.

“Too late, Nightshade,” Stark called, his voice distorted. He stood at the center of the binding circle, one hand still wrapped around Kira’s throat while the other pressed against the ice covering the imprisoned dragon. “The connection is forming. Can you feel it?”

And Callen could. The air around the binding circle crackled with dark energy, a twisted mockery of the connection he shared with his own dragon. The anchor at his wrist burned cold against his skin, warning him of the dangerous power gathering.

The ice beneath the platform trembled again, deeper cracks spreading outward from where the corrupted dragon lay. One massive eye, visible through the translucent ice, shifted—no longer clouded but focusing, awakening after centuries of imprisonment.

“Father, stop!” Kira gasped, struggling against Stark’s grip. Her fingers clawed at his scaled hand, but he seemed not to notice her efforts.

“Dragon power was always meant to be mine,” Stark said, his attention fixed on the imprisoned dragon as energy flowed between them.

The Baron had dragged himself to his feet, blood trickling from a wound at his temple where he’d struck the railing. His eyes darted between Stark and the binding circle, his expression calculating despite his injuries.

“You’ve misaligned the convergence points,” the Baron called, his voice steady despite his weakened state. “Can’t you feel it? I can see it, you fool! The binding will collapse.”

Callen felt it as an instability in the energy pattern, a dissonance that grew with each pulse of power. The binding wasn’t stable, but that made it more dangerous, not less.

“Your knowledge is no longer required, Baron,” Stark said without looking away from the imprisoned dragon.

The Baron’s eyes narrowed as he assessed the situation. With one last contemptuous glance at Stark, he retreated toward the edge of the platform. No one moved to stop him as he slipped into the shadows, disappearing into the chaos of the collapsing excavation site.

Callen saw his chance. He reached for the anchor at his wrist, drawing on the dragon power to enhance the drift. Scales spread across his arms and chest, the transformation controlled. Purposeful.

He leaped forward, blade raised.

As he did, Kira made her own desperate attempt.

She drove her elbow into her father’s ribs, then twisted in his grip. For a moment, Stark’s concentration broke—just enough for his hold to loosen. Kira tore free, staggering backward as Stark lunged to recapture her.

That distraction gave Callen the opening he needed.

He landed at the edge of the binding circle, his sword connecting with one of the carved markings that channeled power to the center. The blade sank into the ice, the drift flowing outward in rippling waves.

The marking shattered, energy discharging in a flash of light.

Stark spun toward Callen. “What are you doing?”

Callen didn’t respond, already moving to the next marking. His dragon circled overhead, its fire keeping the remaining transformed soldiers at bay while Callen worked. Through their connection, he felt its approval—this was the path to stopping the awakening.

“The binding is unstable,” a voice shouted from beyond the platform’s edge. The Baron had not fled far, his curiosity evidently overcoming his sense of self-preservation. “Destroying individual markers will cause energy fluctuations that could⁠—”

Callen’s blade connected with a second marking, sending another pulse of chaotic energy across the platform. The ice beneath them groaned, more cracks spreading outward from the imprisoned dragon.

“Stop him!” Stark said, directing his remaining forces toward Callen.

Three transformed soldiers charged forward, but flames erupted in their path as Josak rejoined the fight, his Pyrin abilities creating a wall of fire that held them back.

Callen felt rather than saw Elhan and the other Pyrin fighters breaking through on the eastern side of the excavation, pushing Stark’s forces back.

They needed more time.

The imprisoned dragon’s eye fully opened now, pupil contracting as its awareness expanded. A low rumble vibrated through the ice—not quite a roar, but the prelude to awakening.

“You’re channeling too much power,” the Baron called from his vantage point.

“I control the flow,” Stark snarled, raising both hands toward the imprisoned dragon. His body was changing, scales shifting to form patterns that mirrored those on the corrupted dragon. “This power, this creature, is mine.”

Callen leaped across the platform, avoiding Stark’s attempt to intercept him, and drove his sword directly into the next marker. The blade sank deep, the drift flowing through it in waves that disrupted the carefully constructed pattern.

The effect was immediate.

And catastrophic.

Energy discharge erupted from the binding circle, arcing wildly across the platform. Ice cracked and splintered beneath them as the corrupted power released in uncontrolled bursts.

Stark staggered, the connection between him and the imprisoned dragon faltering. His body convulsed as he fought to maintain control of the binding.

There were only a few more markers.

Finish that, disrupt what Stark intended, and he could stop him.

I hope.

Callen spotted the next marker, positioned near the imprisoned dragon’s exposed claw. He moved toward it, determination driving him forward despite the pain of wild energy lashing against his skin.

“Callen!” Kira called, tossing him something that gleamed in the firelight—the Baron’s the drift disruptor.

Callen caught it one-handed, understanding flashing between them. He altered his course, heading for the center of the binding circle instead of the next marker.

Stark realized what Callen intended too late, calling out for him.

“Don’t do this, Nightshade. You don’t know what⁠—”

Callen ignored him as he reached the center point. The corrupted dragon’s massive eye, partially visible through the translucent ice, tracked his movement. For a heartbeat, their gazes locked—Callen felt something ancient regarding him with cold calculation. This was nothing like the connection he shared with his dragon.

He drove his scaled sword deep into the ice directly before the imprisoned dragon’s eye. The blade sank to its hilt, as if the ice welcomed it. Instantly, energy surged through the metal—not just from Callen but from his dragon circling overhead.

Ice cracked around the sword’s entry point, spiderwebbing outward in glowing fractures. Callen’s scales spread further across his chest and neck, the transformation responding to the energy now channeling through him.

With his free hand, Callen fumbled with the drift disruptor that Kira had tossed him. The device was smaller than the one that had exploded at the sanctuary, but its construction was unmistakably similar. He pressed the disruptor against the binding. The device responded, humming with increasing intensity.

Vibrations traveled up Callen’s arm, painful even through his scaled skin. The mechanism began to glow, first blue then white-hot. Callen felt the two powers warring against each other—Stark’s corrupted binding opposed by the disruptor’s counter-the drift.

Gritting his teeth against the pain, Callen channeled his own connection to the drift through the disruptor, using his connection to the dragon to amplify the disruption.

The anchor at his wrist burned cold against his skin.

Energy coursed through his body in waves that threatened to overwhelm even the anchor’s protection. His vision blurred, colors intensifying. The dragon’s consciousness touched his own, steadying him, sharing its strength to help maintain control. Through their connection, Callen understood—this was what Dragon Singers were meant to do, balancing power rather than being consumed by it.

The disruptor in his hand grew hotter, the metal starting to deform as it channeled more energy than it had been designed to handle. Still, Callen pressed it harder against the binding.

Ice shifted beneath Callen’s feet as the entire platform trembled. The binding circle’s markings began to flicker erratically, their steady glow interrupted by moments of darkness as the carefully constructed pattern lost cohesion. The drift energy arced between different points in the circle, no longer following the paths Stark had established.

“No!” Stark screamed, abandoning all pretense of control.

With desperate fury, he threw himself toward the exposed portion of the corrupted dragon. Before Callen could react, Stark plunged both hands deep into the fractured ice, directly touching the dragon’s scaled hide beneath.

A terrible energy surged between them—not the controlled binding Stark had intended, but something raw and desperate. The Commander’s body convulsed as corrupt power flooded through him, his scales rippling and shifting in unnatural patterns.

“He’s attempting a direct fusion,” Kira gasped, horror in her voice. “Without the binding to regulate it⁠—”

“It will destroy him,” Callen finished.

But destruction was not what followed. Instead, Stark’s form began to change, growing larger as his body absorbed the corrupted dragon’s energy. His limbs elongated, joints cracking and reforming. His face stretched, features distorting until they were barely recognizable as human. Wings—malformed and asymmetrical—tore through his back in a spray of blood and scale.

What rose before them was neither Stark nor dragon, but a monstrous hybrid of both—a testament to the Commander’s ambition and the price of his desperation.

“I WILL HAVE THIS POWER!” The voice that emerged from the twisted form was a distorted blend of Stark’s and something ancient and terrible. “EVEN IF I MUST TAKE IT BY FORCE!”

Then Stark launched himself at Callen, his body fully transformed now, more dragon than human. “I should have killed you when you first came to me.”

But he was too late. The binding circle fractured as the combined disruption of Callen’s drift and the Baron’s device shattered its integrity. Energy exploded outward in all directions, throwing Stark backward.

The binding collapsed. Ice reformed around its exposed parts, crackling as it spread to seal the ancient prison once more. The dragon’s eye closed.

Callen remained standing at the center, his scaled sword driven deep into the ice, anchoring him against the energy storm raging around them.

The monstrous hybrid that had been Stark recovered, rage distorting his already unrecognizable features. “This changes nothing,” he snarled, gathering energy in his malformed claws. “I am becoming what I was meant to be. And you will not interfere again.”

The platform beneath them cracked, ice splitting as the energy backlash weakened its structure. Workers and soldiers fled the collapsing excavation site as supports gave way and scaffolding tumbled into the widening pit.

Overhead, Callen’s dragon circled, flames still keeping Stark’s forces at bay. Through their connection, Callen sensed its urgency—the site was becoming unstable, the prison weakened by the interrupted binding.

The hybrid creature gathered itself, corrupt energy crackling around its twisted form. “All these years,” it said, its voice a horrifying blend of Stark’s and something inhuman, “I trained you for this moment, Nightshade. You were to be my greatest weapon. Instead, you’ve become my greatest disappointment.”

Then the monster that had once been Commander Stark launched itself at Callen.

The hybrid moved impossibly fast despite its misshapen form. Its wings, though malformed, granted it unexpected mobility as it leaped across the crumbling platform. Corrupted energy trailed from its claws, leaving sickly light in its wake.

Callen met the charge, his sword singing as it connected with Stark’s outstretched arm. The impact sent vibrations through the platform, already unstable from the collapsing binding. Ice cracked beneath their feet as they struggled, each drawing on different sources of power—Callen connected to his dragon circling overhead, Stark tethered to the corrupted dragon still partially imprisoned in the ice.

“You can’t stop this,” Stark snarled. “The binding may be damaged, but the connection is there. I can remake it.”

“No,” Callen replied, forcing Stark back with a drift-enhanced strike. “This ends now.”

Around them, the excavation site continued to collapse. Scaffolding toppled, ice walls shattered, and the carefully excavated pit began filling with broken debris.

Elhan and the other Pyrin fighters had pushed back most of Stark’s forces, creating a perimeter of flame that kept the remaining soldiers at bay.

Callen caught glimpses of Kira moving carefully along the edge of the platform, her eyes fixed on the monster that had been her father while she navigated the increasingly unstable footing. From the shadows beyond, the Baron watched the unfolding battle, his expression a mix of scientific fascination and calculating assessment.

Overhead, Callen’s dragon roared, the sound cutting through the chaos below. Through their connection, Callen felt its urgent warning. The corrupted dragon was stirring despite the damaged binding. Though its awakening had been interrupted, the imprisonment had been weakened. Its massive eye was visible again through the fractured ice, the pupil dilating as consciousness returned after centuries of forced slumber.

Danger. Growing. Must seal completely.

Stark sensed it too. His attacks grew more desperate, each strike carrying corrupted energy that burned even through Callen’s scaled protection. They fought across the crumbling platform, the drift powers clashing in bursts of conflicting energy.

“You think you understand what you’re doing?” Stark shouted, deflecting Callen’s counterattack. “This dragon was imprisoned because it was too powerful. The ancients feared what they couldn’t control!”

“They imprisoned it because it was corrupted,” Callen replied, ducking under a swipe of Stark’s now clawed hand. “Like you are now.”

Stark laughed, the sound distorted by his transformation. “Corruption? I’m shedding the limitations of my human form. Considering what you’ve allowed for yourself, you should understand.”

A crack split the platform as the corrupted dragon shifted beneath the ice. Its movement was minimal—barely more than a twitch of its partially exposed claw—but the impact shook the entire excavation site.

A section of the platform collapsed, forcing Callen to leap to a more stable section.

Through his connection with his dragon, Callen knew what needed to happen. The corrupted dragon couldn’t be allowed to wake. The prison had to be restored, the binding reversed to seal rather than awaken.

Complete severing requires all of the drift.

The meaning was clear. To permanently seal the corrupted dragon would require drawing all available the drift energy—not just from Callen, but from his dragon as well.

And it would be a sacrifice of power that might forever alter their connection.

“You still don’t see it, do you?” the twisted creature that had been Stark said, advancing steadily. “Your dragon chose you by accident. But I have earned this power!”

“It was never yours to take,” Callen replied.

He touched the anchor at his wrist, feeling its reassuring weight. The scales covering his arms and chest hummed with power, responsive to his will rather than consuming it. This was what made him different from Stark—control and balance rather than domination.

Stark gathered corrupted the drift between his hands, forming it into a concentrated mass of energy. “I once offered you a place at my side. That opportunity has passed.”

He hurled the energy directly at Callen. It moved faster than any physical attack, the air rippling around it as it cut through the space between them.

Callen raised his sword, channeling his own the drift through the blade. The two energies collided in a blinding flash, the impact sending both combatants staggering backward.

Ice cracked beneath Callen’s feet, threatening to give way entirely.

As Stark prepared another attack, movement from behind caught his attention. Kira had circled around, approaching the creature that had been her father from behind, twin blades drawn.

“Father,” she called.

He turned at the sound of her voice, hesitating just long enough for Kira to act. She drove forward, her blades aimed at his heart.

The blade sank deep. Transformed as he was, it wasn’t a killing blow, but it disrupted the flow of power through his body. He staggered, the scales on his chest splitting to reveal unstable energy beneath.

It was the opening Callen needed.

He leaped forward, his sword raised. But instead of striking him directly, he drove the blade into the platform at the center of the damaged binding circle. The sword sank into it, the drift flowing from Callen through the metal and into the ice below.

Callen knelt, placing both hands on the sword’s hilt. The anchor at his wrist burned cold against his skin as he channeled the drift through it, directing the energy not outward but downward, controlled by him, his dragon, and guided by instinct that he’d gained from the book—toward the corrupted dragon, around it, forming new patterns of containment rather than awakening.

Above, his dragon descended, hovering directly over the site. Fire erupted from its jaws, not as an attack but as a focused beam that connected with Callen’s sword. Dragon fire met the drift energy, amplifying and redirecting it.

“What are you doing?” the monstrous hybrid demanded, fighting to stand despite the wound Kira had inflicted.

Callen didn’t respond, his focus entirely on the channeling. Scales spread across his body—not just his arms and chest now, but his face, his neck, every inch of exposed skin.

“Kira, get back,” he said through gritted teeth.

She hesitated, looking between Callen and the creature that had been her father. Then understanding registered in her eyes. She nodded once and retreated, dragging herself to the edge of the crumbling platform.

The hybrid attempted to launch itself at Callen. But its movement was arrested mid-leap, its body suspended as if caught in invisible currents. The corrupt the drift flowing through it reacted to Callen’s channeling, drawn into the forming patterns.

For a moment, Callen felt the corrupted dragon’s consciousness press against his own—vast, ancient, and powerful unlike anything he’d experienced from his own dragon. It fought the resealing, its will battling against the drift Callen formed.

The anchor at his wrist began to crack under the strain, the materials that had balanced human and dragon now challenged beyond their limits.

His connection to his own dragon stretched, thinning as more power flowed through him than he had ever channeled before.

Cost. Must accept.

The question came with images—his scales receding, never to return with the same strength; the drift diminished, forever changed by the sacrifice; his connection to the dragon altered.

Would he be a Dragon Singer?

Did he care?

“Yes,” Callen whispered, accepting what must be given up.

The final surge of the drift flowed through him, drawn from depths he hadn’t known existed. The sword beneath his hands glowed white-hot, the metal seeming to melt and reform as it channeled power beyond what it should contain.

The binding circle, damaged by Callen’s earlier disruption, now reversed. The drift energy reformed the ancient seals, holding the dragon tightly bound. Ice flowed, then crystallized in new patterns around the corrupted dragon’s form, solidifying and holding.

The hybrid creature screamed as the corrupt energy that had transformed it was drawn back into the sealing prison. Scales flaked from its misshapen body, crumbling to ash as the power that had created them dissipated. The creature collapsed to its knees, its body shriveling.

“What have you done?” the voice was once again recognizably Stark’s, though issuing from a twisted form that was rapidly deteriorating. “Everything I’ve worked for⁠—”

“Is ended,” Callen finished, still kneeling with his hands on the sword’s hilt. The power had taken its toll—he could feel his own transformation receding, scales dissolving as the drift power diminished.

Then the binding collapsed.

A shockwave of released energy spread outward from the central point, rippling across the excavation site. Ice shattered, platforms collapsed, and the excavation imploded as the prison reformed.

Callen’s dragon roared one final time before beating its massive wings, creating gusts that drove snow and ice outward as it ascended, quickly disappearing from view. But he could no longer feel it, not as he had. There was a weakness. Some part having diminished. Perhaps forever.

But if it worked…

As the energy backlash swept through the site, Callen dragged himself toward where Kira clung to the platform’s edge. She reached for him as the ice beneath them gave way. Grasping her wrist, they jumped clear of the collapsing platform, landing heavily on a more stable section of the excavation’s rim.

Behind them, the hybrid creature that had been Commander Stark let out a final, agonized cry as its body, now more human than dragon but horribly distorted by the failed fusion, was swallowed by the collapsing ice. The corrupted energy that had sustained it drained away completely as the prison resealed, taking Stark with it into the depths.

“Father,” Kira whispered, a complex mixture of emotions crossing her face as she watched him disappear.

Hopefully he can’t crawl out of this one.

He looked down at his hands—human now, the scales gone. The anchor at his wrist had cracked but it was still there. And the connection to his dragon remained—altered, distant, but still present. A whisper rather than a roar.

What would that mean?

Kira struggled to her feet beside him, her eyes fixed on the place where her father had disappeared. “Is it over?”

Callen nodded, exhaustion replacing the power that had sustained him. “The binding is broken. The prison resealed.”

“For now,” came a voice from behind them. The Baron stood at a safe distance, his clothes torn and bloodied but his bearing still regal. “You’ve won today, Nightshade, but you’ve merely delayed the inevitable.” Before either could respond, he turned and disappeared into the swirling snow.

Around them, the excavation site had been transformed into a chaotic landscape of broken ice and collapsed structures. Stark’s remaining forces were scattered or fled, the transformed soldiers either destroyed in the collapse or retreated into the wilderness.

In the distance, Callen spotted Elhan and several Pyrin fighters making their way around the rim of the destruction, searching for survivors. Above, his dragon circled once more before turning northward, its form diminishing against the dark sky.

The sacrifice had been made. The corrupted dragon remained imprisoned, and Stark’s plans had died with him.

But at what cost?

This had always been about more than Stark. And without the dragon—and him as a Dragon Singer—would they be able to withstand it?


Chapter Thirty-Four


AFTERMATH AND RENEWAL


The journey back to the outpost seemed to stretch longer than their race northward had been. Exhaustion weighed on Callen with each step, a bone-deep weariness that came not just from physical exertion but from the emptiness where dragon power had once flowed. The winter winds cut sharper against his skin, no scales remaining to shield him from the cold. With each step, he tried to control the connection, trying to pull that power back to him, but he found it fleeting and fading.

Elhan led their diminished group, his Pyrin abilities providing warmth as they navigated the mountain paths. Three of their original ten had fallen during the battle at the northern site. The survivors moved in relative silence. Kira walked beside Callen, quiet as she seemed to work through her own wounds.

“Does it feel strange?” she finally asked as they descended toward the valley where the outpost lay hidden. “Being just yourself again?”

Callen flexed his hand, remembering the scales that had once covered it. The anchor at his wrist remained, though cracked, a reminder of what he had sacrificed. There were moments where he feels the void left by the diminished dragon connection. Times when he was left to wonder if he missed the power, in case he needed it to deal with future threats, or if he were better off without it active that way.

He did miss the dragon, though. That was strange.

“Not strange,” he said after consideration. “Quieter.”

She nodded, understanding without further explanation. The dragon’s consciousness had been a constant presence for so long—sometimes overwhelming, sometimes a whisper, but always there. Now it existed only as the faintest echo, a connection stretched so thin it barely registered.

“But it was worth it,” he added. Not that he needed to. Stopping Stark had been all that had mattered.

It was nearly dusk when they finally spotted the outpost’s walls nestled against the mountainside. Smoke rose from multiple chimneys, carrying the scent of cooking fires. Sentries spotted them immediately, horns sounding to announce their return.

The gates opened before they reached them. Lysara stood waiting, her scarred face revealing nothing of her thoughts as they approached.

“Callen,” Lysara said, clasping his forearm in greeting. Her eyes quickly assessed their reduced numbers, noting the wounded and the missing. “You succeeded?”

“Stark is gone,” Callen said, his voice rough from days of cold and exhaustion. “The dragon remains imprisoned.”

“And the Baron?” Lysara asked, her voice pitched lower.

“I don’t know,” Callen said. “Escaped. But he won’t be able to free the dragon.” That was what mattered the most.

Lysara nodded. “Come. The council is waiting, and you all need rest and healing.”

As they entered the outpost, Callen searched familiar faces. His heart quickened when he couldn’t immediately spot Amara or Nora.

“Your family is safe,” Lysara said, noting his concern. “Amara is tending the wounded in the infirmary. Nora has been helping her.”

Relief washed through him. He wanted nothing more than to go to them immediately, but duty demanded he report to the council first. The sooner they understood what had happened, the better prepared they would be for whatever came next.

The council chamber felt warmer than Callen remembered, braziers burning against the mountain chill. The remaining council members had gathered—Sarral, Garisk, and Frinna seated at their usual positions. Finch stood near one wall, scrolls and maps spread before him. Shendra joined them as they entered, her eyes studying Callen with particular intensity.

“Tell us everything,” Lysara said once they were settled.

Callen recounted their journey and the battle at the northern site—the massive excavation, the imprisoned dragon, Stark’s attempted binding, and the final confrontation. As he spoke, he felt the weight of those events pressing upon him again, the terrible power he had channeled to seal the corrupted dragon.

“So Stark fell into the collapse?” Frinna asked when he had finished.

“Yes,” Callen confirmed. “And I’m unsure about what happened after the Baron left. He was injured but not…” Not as bad as he’d like, he didn’t say.

“The Baron is resourceful,” Garisk rumbled. “I would not assume his demise without proof.”

“Agreed,” Lysara said.

Finch stepped forward, adjusting his spectacles. “The political implications are significant. The Lord Regent’s forces have lost both Stark and the Baron. Their operations against the Pyrin territories will be disrupted, at least temporarily.”

“It gives us breathing room,” Sarral agreed. “Time to rebuild, to strengthen our position.”

“But the Lord Regent himself remains,” Lysara reminded them. “Along with his financier in Sturmov. He will seek replacements for what he has lost.”

Callen listened to their analysis, aware that larger forces still moved against them. The battle at the northern site had eliminated immediate dangers, but the war itself continued. It was a war he’d tried to stay out of, but perhaps he’d always been meant to be a part of it.

Shendra approached Callen as the council’s discussion turned to defense strategies and intelligence gathering. Her weathered hand reached for his wrist, gently turning it to examine the cracked anchor.

“You sacrificed much,” she said quietly.

“What was necessary,” Callen said.

“The connection is not entirely broken,” she observed, her fingers tracing the fractured pattern in the metal. “Diminished, yes, but not gone.”

“It’s so much quieter now.”

Shendra nodded, understanding. “Perhaps better this way. Balance, not domination. As it was meant to be.”

The council session continued for another hour before Lysara finally dismissed them. As the others filed out, Kira remained, her expression uncertain.

“May I speak?” she asked when only Lysara, Callen, and Shendra remained.

Lysara nodded, gesturing for her to continue.

“I want to help,” Kira said simply. “My father… Stark created many test subjects. Some may still be alive, held in facilities I know about. I can help locate and rescue them.”

Lysara studied her, weighing the offer against the risk. “Your knowledge would be valuable, but trust is earned here.”

“I understand,” Kira said. “I don’t expect trust immediately. But I need to do this. For those who suffered as I did. For those who never had a choice.”

Callen recognized the determination in her eyes—the same drive that had led her to oppose her father despite what it had cost her.

“She risked everything to stop Stark,” he said.

Lysara studied him before turning back to Kira. “Very well. You’ll work with Frinna’s intelligence network. Under supervision, initially.”

Kira nodded her acceptance. As Lysara and Shendra departed, she turned to Callen.

“I need to know for certain,” she said softly. “About my father.”

“I believe he died in the collapse,” Callen said.

“Belief isn’t certainty.” Her eyes met his, carrying the weight of all she had endured. “Someday, I’ll go back. I need to see for myself.”

“I understand.” And he did—the need for closure, for certainty that a threat had truly ended.

“Thank you,” she said, “for giving me the chance to be something else.”

The moment stretched between them—two people tormented by the same man, scarred by similar experiences.

“You saved lives,” Callen said. “Whatever path you choose now, remember that.”

A ghost of a smile touched her lips. “So did you.”

They parted then, Kira to meet with Frinna about her new role, and Callen, finally, to find his family.

The infirmary occupied what had once been the outpost’s great hall, beds arranged in neat rows. Many still held wounded from the sanctuary’s fall, though fewer than when they had departed for the north. Healers moved quietly among them, changing bandages and administering medicines.

Callen spotted Amara at the far end, her back to him as she bent over a patient. Her hair was tied back in a simple knot, her movements efficient as she worked. Something in his chest tightened at the sight of her—this woman who had become his anchor in ways more profound than any crafted object.

Before he could approach, a smaller figure darted between beds, freezing mid-step when she saw him.

“Papa!” Nora’s cry cut through the quiet infirmary.

She launched herself toward him, and Callen caught her, lifting her into an embrace that squeezed the air from his lungs. Her small arms wrapped around his neck with surprising strength, her face pressed against his shoulder.

“You came back,” she whispered.

“I promised I would,” he said, his voice rough with emotion.

Amara turned at Nora’s cry, medical supplies still in her hands. For a moment, she simply stood there, her eyes taking in every detail of his appearance—searching for wounds, for changes, for any sign of what he had endured.

Then she was moving toward them, setting aside her work with uncharacteristic haste. Her arms encircled both Callen and Nora, the three of them bound together in a knot of shared relief and love.

“I knew you’d come back,” Nora said, pulling back to look at his face. “I could feel it.”

Her small hand touched his cheek, then his arm where scales had once formed. Something in her expression changed—not disappointment, but understanding.

“They’re gone,” she said. “The dragon scales.”

“Yes. Most of that power is gone.”

“But not all of it?”

He forced a smile as he inhaled deeply. “Not all.”

Amara studied him, her healer’s eyes missing nothing. “You’re different,” she said softly. “Not just the absence of scales.”

“I had to give up most of the connection to reseal the corrupted dragon,” Callen explained. “It was necessary.”

“Are you all right with that?” Amara asked, her hand finding his.

Callen considered the question, turning inward to examine the empty spaces where dragon power had once flowed. The absence was still strange, but not unwelcome.

“Yes,” he said with a certainty that surprised him. “I am.”

Later, when Amara had finished her duties in the infirmary, they retreated to their small quarters. Nora had already fallen asleep, the excitement of Callen’s return giving way to exhaustion. She lay curled on her pallet, one hand still clutching the edge of Callen’s cloak as if to ensure he wouldn’t disappear again.

“Tell me everything,” Amara said, sitting beside him on their narrow bed. “The parts you didn’t share with the council.”

Callen described it all—the corrupted dragon, Stark’s transformation, Kira’s intervention, and the sacrifice required to seal the prison once more. As he spoke, Amara’s hands examined him, finding the new scars and healing injuries that marked his journey.

“My father?” she asked when he had finished.

“He survived,” he admitted.

“He’ll return,” Amara finished. “My father doesn’t abandon his ambitions easily.”

Her eyes drifted to the cracked anchor at Callen’s wrist, its once-seamless surface now marred by fractures that ran through the metal.

“Does it still work?” she asked.

“Partially,” Callen said, touching the damaged metal. “But there’s less power to control now. The connection to the dragon is diminished. I can sense it still, but distantly, like a whisper from another room.”

“And the scales? The transformation?”

“Gone, mostly. I still have the drift abilities, but nothing like before.”

Amara’s hand found his cheek, turning his face toward hers. “You seem at peace with that.”

“I am,” Callen said, surprising himself with the truth of it. “I suppose I feared what I was becoming. Now…”

“Now you’re just Callen,” Amara said, a smile touching her lips.

“Just Callen,” he agreed, finding comfort in the simplicity. “Maybe not even the Nightshade anymore.”

“What happens now?” she asked, her gaze drifting to the small window where snow fell softly beyond the glass. “The outpost cannot be our home.”

Callen had been considering this question since they began their journey back. “We rebuild,” he said. “Not at the sanctuary—too exposed now. Somewhere new.”

“Where?”

“Someplace to the west. Far enough from the Black Veil territories to be safe, close enough to maintain contact with scattered Ashen Oath outposts.”

Amara nodded. “A true home, not just a hiding place.”

“Yes.” Callen took her hand in his. “For all of us. Not just surviving anymore, but living.”

They sat in comfortable silence, watching the snow fall. Eventually, Amara leaned her head against his shoulder, her body relaxing against his.

“I was afraid,” she admitted quietly. “That you might not come back as yourself. That the dragon might consume what makes you… you.”

“I had anchors.” He touched the cracked metal at his wrist, then placed his hand over hers. “Some stronger than others.”

Morning came with clear skies and fresh snow, the mountain air crisp and clean. Callen stood at the outpost’s wall, watching the sun rise over distant peaks. The light caught on his cracked anchor, refracting in patterns that changed as he turned his wrist.

He reached out with his sense of the drift—diminished from what it had been when he connected to the dragon. The world responded differently now, the vibrations muted compared to what he had once perceived. Yet he could still detect the subtle patterns of the outpost, the people moving within its walls, the natural rhythms of stone and ice.

And far beyond, at the very edge of his awareness, he felt it—the faintest brush of dragon consciousness. Not the overwhelming presence it had once been, but a distant awareness. The connection had changed, transformed as surely as Callen himself. No longer a threat to consume him, nor a power to be wielded, but it was there.

“Papa?” Nora’s voice came from behind him.

She joined him at the wall, her small form bundled against the morning chill. In her hands, she carried something that glowed faintly—a small flame dancing above her palm, controlled and steady.

“Mama says we’re going to build a new home,” she said, her eyes on the distant mountains.

“Yes,” Callen confirmed. “Somewhere safe. Somewhere we can all belong.”

Nora nodded, considering this. “Will I still train with Elder Shendra?”

“Of course,” Callen said. “Your abilities are important. You should learn to control them.”

“Like you did with your dragon power?”

Callen smiled at her perception. “Your path will be different.”

She was quiet for a moment, the flame in her hand shifting colors as her concentration wavered. “I think the dragon is still out there,” she said finally. “Watching over us.”

Callen followed her gaze to the northern sky, where clouds gathered around distant peaks. “Yes, I think so too.”

“Good,” Nora said with childlike certainty. “We might need it again someday.”

Such simple wisdom struck Callen. He had a mixture of pride in her perception and dread at the possibility of a return to that kind of power and its inherent dangers. The threat of the Lord Regent remained. The Baron’s fate was uncertain. The world outside still held dangers that would eventually find them. But for now, they had earned this moment of peace—this chance to build something new from the ashes of what had been lost.

He placed his hand on Nora’s shoulder, feeling the warmth of the controlled flame she still maintained. In her abilities, in Amara’s quiet strength, in the community they had formed with the Ashen Oath—in all of this, Callen had found purpose beyond what he’d ever imagined when he’d gone off to join the Black Veil all those years ago.

The anchor at his wrist caught the morning light. Like the sanctuary they would build, like the life they would forge, it was changed but unbroken, carrying what mattered most.

And somewhere in the distant north, a dragon soared.
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Several days passed in relative peace at the winter outpost. Callen found himself settling into new routines—helping with fortifications, training with those who sought to understand the drift better, and most importantly, spending time with his family. The absence of scales and dragon power still felt strange, like a phantom limb, but the trade had been worth it.

He was working in the small forge, attempting to repair damaged weapons from the sanctuary's fall, when a familiar voice drifted through the doorway.

"Still playing with hot metal, I see. Some habits never change."

Callen turned to find Wren leaning against the doorframe, his characteristic smirk intact despite new lines of weariness around his eyes. The informant looked travel-worn, his usually immaculate clothing bearing the dust and mud of hard roads.

"Wren," Callen said, setting down his hammer. "It's been months."

"Seven months, three weeks, and four days since Ironvale, to be precise," Wren said, entering the forge. "Though who's counting? I hear you've been busy—sanctuary life, dragon connections, overthrowing your former commander. The usual."

"And you?"

"Oh, the glamorous life of an information broker on the run." Wren settled onto a bench near the forge. "Staying ahead of Sturmov's agents, maintaining what networks I could, and trying to understand why the Lord Regent has suddenly tripled his recruitment of anyone with unusual abilities."

Callen's attention sharpened. "Tripled?"

"At least. Though 'recruitment' might be too gentle a word. Abduction is more accurate." Wren pulled out a leather journal, its pages dense with coded notations. "After our little adventure in Ironvale, I couldn't simply return to business as usual. Sturmov marked me as a person of interest. So I did what I do best—I disappeared and started watching them instead."

"What did you find?"

"Patterns. Shipments moving north—not just supplies but people. Specialized equipment being manufactured in Sturmov facilities. And most interesting of all..." Wren paused, meeting Callen's eyes. "They've been specifically targeting those with Pyrin heritage."

"We knew that already."

"Yes, but the scale has changed. Entire villages in the eastern territories have been emptied. Not destroyed—emptied. As if they're collecting rather than eliminating." Wren leaned forward. "And here's what should concern you—it started accelerating about two months ago. Right around the time you began manifesting those interesting scales of yours."

Callen frowned. "You think there's a connection?"

"I think someone in power realized that old bloodlines might be more important than anyone suspected. Dragon egg fragments, Pyrin abilities, your own transformation—these aren't isolated incidents."

"The Baron," Callen said quietly. "He's Amara's father. He was working with Stark. And he’s not gone.” With him having escaped, there was the question about what role the Baron had in what had been happening—and what role he would continue to play.

"Baron Selwyn?" Wren's eyes widened slightly—a rare display of genuine surprise. "That explains certain irregularities I've noticed in shipping manifests. Resources diverted to projects that don't officially exist."

"Stark's dead," Callen said. "Or at least contained. We stopped him in the north."

"Did you?" Wren's tone wasn't challenging, merely curious. "In my experience, men like Stark don't stay dead. They transform, evolve, return when least expected. But regardless, his removal creates opportunities—and dangers."

Wren stood, moving to examine the weapons Callen had been repairing. "There's something else. Something that might be nothing, or might be everything."

"What?"

"Movement among the Pyrin themselves. Not the scattered refugees we're used to, but organized movement. Groups traveling with purpose rather than fleeing in fear." He picked up a damaged blade, testing its weight. "My contacts in the east report gatherings in places long thought abandoned. Old Pyrin sites suddenly showing signs of life."

"Survivors finding each other?"

"Perhaps. Or perhaps something more deliberate." Wren set the blade down carefully. "The world learned that dragons exist, Callen. That the old powers aren't just stories. For a people who've been hunted and scattered, that knowledge might spark ideas."

Callen understood the implications. If the Pyrin were organizing, if they were reclaiming their heritage…

"I came to warn you," Wren continued. "Whatever's happening with the Pyrin, it will affect Nora. She's half-Pyrin, raised by a man who proved the old powers still exist. That makes her either very valuable or very dangerous, depending on who's asking."

"She's just a child."

"Was Stark 'just a child' once? Was the Baron?" Wren's expression softened. "I'm not suggesting she's a threat. I'm suggesting she might become a target—or a symbol. The world is changing faster than anyone expected. Old bloodlines, ancient powers, forgotten peoples rising from the ashes. Literally, in the Pyrin's case."

"What will you do now?"

Wren's familiar smirk returned. "Continue what I've been doing. Watching, listening, staying one step ahead of those who'd prefer me silent. Though I'll confess, pure neutrality becomes difficult when you've helped save a child from Sturmov's dungeons."

He moved toward the door, then paused. "Frinna knows how to reach me if needed. And Callen? Whatever the Ashen Oath is planning, whatever response they're preparing for these changes—be careful. The powerful rarely appreciate when the powerless organize."

"Thank you for the warning."

"Thank Finch," Wren said. "When I saw him last, he made me promise to keep an eye on certain interests if anything happened to him. Yours included. The man is insufferably noble for a scholar. I hear he made it through the sanctuary's fall—typical. Too stubborn to die when everyone else is being dramatic about it."

With that, Wren slipped away, leaving Callen alone with troubling new knowledge. The immediate threat of Stark had ended, but it seemed larger forces were already in motion.

He returned to his work, hammer ringing against metal, but his thoughts remained on Wren's words. The Pyrin were stirring. The Lord Regent and Sturmov continued their dark work. And somewhere in all of it, his family had become a point of interest for powers beyond their small sanctuary.

The sound of laughter drifted through the window—Nora's voice bright with joy as she played with other children in the courtyard. Callen smiled, the expression coming easier now than it once had. Let the world change. Let old powers stir.

He had everything worth fighting for right here.
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Don’t miss the next book in Drift and Dragon: Within the Drift
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His dragon is gone. His power, fractured. But the world still needs the Nightshade.

Callen once wielded the raw power of a dragon, a connection that saved his people—but cost him everything. Now, haunted by echoes of what he lost, he struggles to rekindle the bond that made him more than human.

But the world won’t wait.

A mysterious Pyrin delegation arrives with whispers of rising rebellion, ancient dragon fragments, and a past Callen thought buried. Among them is Nessa—an ally from a life he tried to forget, carrying secrets that could restore his power… or doom them all.

As the Lord Regent’s forces close in and long-lost magic stirs beneath the mountains, Callen must choose: reclaim the dangerous legacy of the Dragon Singer, or watch the world burn from the shadows.


Author’s Note



Dear Reader,
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D.K. Holmberg

For more information:

www.dkholmberg.com
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