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Chapter One


SETTLEMENT TIME



Morning light spread across the Academy's courtyard like honey over warm bread, and for a moment, Callen allowed himself to believe the peace might last.

The smell of porridge and wood smoke drifted from the communal kitchen, where Marta—one of the defected Kingdom soldiers who'd chosen to stay after the Battle of the Grove—had taken charge of feeding ten hungry mouths. The scent carried hints of dried apple and cinnamon—a single trader, a woman named Griseld who’d been running the mountain routes since before the war, had begun making monthly visits, bringing whatever luxuries she could carry on two mules. She charged double what the goods were worth in the capital, and they paid it gladly. From the cliffs above, dragon calls echoed off the valley walls—Kyraleth's deep rumble answered by the higher notes of younger voices. Three dragonets had hatched since the Academy's founding, and two more eggs sat dreaming in the Grove, their shells warming with the slow fire of lives not yet begun.

The forge was already singing. Korvain had risen before dawn to work metal while the air was still cool, and the rhythmic ring of hammer on steel punctuated the morning like a heartbeat. The sound carried Callen back to his years in the smithy—the simple joy of shaping raw material into something useful, the meditation of repetitive motion. He'd taught Korvain the basics during the settlement's early days, and the Pyrin warrior had taken to the craft with surprising passion. Now the forge produced everything from cooking pots to practice weapons, each piece carrying a trace of the fire that burned in Korvain's blood.

Too quiet, he thought. The border reports had been too quiet for weeks now—no movement from the Baron's scattered loyalists, no probing raids from opportunistic bandits. Either their enemies had given up, or they were waiting for something. Callen had never known enemies to simply give up.

He stood at the eastern wall, watching eight students move through the first forms of drift awareness—the same exercises Elder Shendra had taught Nora in the months since the restoration. The movements were deceptively simple: weight shifting from foot to foot, arms raised and lowered in patterns meant to align breath with intention. Most people saw only the physical motions. Those with drift sensitivity learned to feel the energy currents that flowed beneath the visible world, currents that connected everything—stone to air, flesh to flame, human to dragon.

Some of the children showed real promise. A boy named Tomas, barely eight years old, had already learned to sense metal at distance—a gift that would have made him valuable to the forges of Ironvale, if Ironvale's forges hadn't been seized by Baron Selwyn's forces two years ago. A Pyrin girl called Vera moved through the forms with the natural grace of someone whose ancestors had practiced similar disciplines for generations. Others struggled with even basic sensing, their gifts buried deep or perhaps merely dormant. All of them were safer here than anywhere else in the kingdom.

Wren's last message still nagged at him—three words scrawled in the information broker's cramped hand: Watch the capital. No explanation, no context. Just a warning that had kept Callen checking the eastern road every morning since it arrived.

But Wren's note hadn't been the only message that day. The second had arrived by different means entirely—tucked beneath the gate stone at dawn, found by one of the children and brought to Callen still folded. The paper itself felt wrong the moment he touched it. Too old, the fibers dense and stiff in a way that modern papermakers couldn't replicate, as though it had been waiting decades for someone to unfold it. The ink was a color he couldn't name—not quite brown, not quite black, shifting faintly when he tilted the page toward the light. The script was cramped and angular, each letter drawn with a formality that belonged to no Kingdom record Callen had ever studied. A single line:

The watchers in the mountains have turned their eyes south.

He'd read it twice before the edges began to curl. By the time he reached for the paper a third time, it was powder between his fingers—dry and pale as old bone, sifting through the gaps in his grip and vanishing into the morning air. No seal, no signature, no trace that it had ever existed.

The Black Veil had used similar tricks—messages written in reagent ink that faded within hours, paper treated with slow-burning compounds that disintegrated when exposed to air. But those had been crude, imprecise. This was something else. The paper hadn’t burned or faded; it had simply ceased to exist, as if the message’s lifespan had been woven into its fibers at the moment of creation.

Through the bond, Kyraleth had stirred—not with alarm, but with something older. A deep, reflexive recognition that neither of them could place, like a word caught on the tip of the tongue. The dragon's ancestral memory had shifted in its vast archive, something surfacing and then sinking again before it could be named. I have felt this before, Kyraleth had said, slowly, as if listening to an echo only he could hear. Or my mother's mother felt it. The script. The way the paper carried drift residue—disciplined, old, patient. A pause. I cannot remember more.

Callen had filed the message alongside the too-quiet border reports—a second axis of unease, intersecting the first at an angle he couldn't yet calculate. Someone was watching from the mountains. Someone who wrote in a dead script on paper that destroyed itself. Someone who wanted him to know they had turned their attention south—toward the capital, toward the trial, toward whatever was gathering beyond the reach of Wren's network.

He didn't know what it meant. But it lodged in his mind like a splinter beneath the skin—present, persistent, impossible to ignore.

Tomas had taken it upon himself to help the younger students, positioning himself at the front of the group where his steady movements could serve as a guide. The metal-sense that made him extraordinary also made him patient—he could feel the iron in blood, the copper in nerves, and had developed an almost intuitive understanding of when bodies were struggling. When one of the smaller children wobbled during a balance transition, Tomas was there with a steadying hand before the stumble became a fall.

Vera worked at the group's edge, her movements flowing like water despite the fire in her heritage. She'd confided to Callen once that her grandmother had been a fire-form dancer—a Pyrin tradition where warriors learned to channel and shape flame through motion rather than meditation alone. The old woman had died before passing on the complete art, but Vera carried fragments of it in her muscle memory, pieces of a tradition waiting to be reconstructed.

But it was the boy at the back who held Callen's attention this morning.

Davith was twelve years old—too old, by traditional reckoning, for his gifts to first manifest. He'd arrived three weeks ago with his uncle, a merchant who'd discovered the boy's abilities only after Davith had accidentally stopped his own heart during a nightmare. The old texts might have classified him as a life-singer, though Callen distrusted the ancient categories. What Davith possessed was an extreme sensitivity to living drift signatures—the energy currents that flowed through every creature. He didn't just sense animals—he felt them, their heartbeats synchronizing with his own, their pain becoming his pain. The gift worked through proximity and emotional resonance: the closer a creature, the stronger the pull; the more distressed it was, the harder it was to shut out. A calm horse at fifty yards was barely a whisper. A wounded bird at ten feet could drown everything else. The rabbit he'd befriended during his first week had died of old age, and Davith had collapsed screaming as if his own body were failing.

Now the boy stood apart from the group, his movements jerky and uncertain, his face tight with concentration that bordered on fear. The exercises required opening to the drift, and every time Davith opened, he felt every living drift signature within a hundred yards—not equally, but weighted by need. Hunger pulled at him. Fear pulled harder. Pain hardest of all. The settlement's livestock, the wild creatures in the surrounding forest, even the insects in the soil—all of them clamored for his attention whenever he lowered his guard.

Callen moved toward him, keeping his pace casual, his presence calm. "Davith. You're holding your breath."

The boy's eyes snapped open, wide and startled. "I can't—there's too much⁠—"

"I know." Callen settled beside him, not touching—the boy flinched from physical contact when his abilities were active. "The first time I felt Kyraleth's mind, I thought I was dying. Thought my own consciousness was being erased, replaced by something larger."

"How did you stop it?"

"I didn't. I learned that I wasn't being replaced—I was being expanded. The other presence wasn't erasing me; it was teaching me how much more I could hold." Callen let his own drift awareness extend, carefully, letting Davith feel the edges of it. "You're not drowning, Davith. You're learning to swim in a larger ocean."

The boy's breathing steadied, though his hands still trembled. "It hurts. Feeling them. Especially when they're scared or hungry or..."

"I know. That's why we practice. Not to stop feeling, but to feel without losing ourselves." Callen gestured toward the group. "Watch Vera. See how she moves? She's not blocking the drift—she's dancing with it. Letting it flow through her instead of fighting it."

Davith watched, his young face creased with effort. After a long moment, something shifted in his posture—a slight relaxation, a willingness to try. He closed his eyes and began again, and this time his movements were slightly less rigid, slightly more like breathing.

Progress. Small, fragile, but real.

Ten today, Kyraleth observed from his perch on the cliff above the training grounds. The dragon's scales caught the early light, blue-black shifting to deep purple where the sun touched them directly. At seven years since hatching, Kyraleth was young for a dragon—barely past adolescence in their reckoning. Their bond was newer still, forged in the crucible of Callen's transformation and the chaos that had followed. But he carried inherited memories from his lineage that stretched back centuries. Sometimes Callen felt those memories pressing against their bond, vast and ancient and patient. The twins from Blackwater arrived at dawn.

I felt them. Callen had sensed their approach an hour before sunrise—two drift signatures moving in tandem along the eastern road, frightened but determined. Children of perhaps seven or eight years, clinging to each other as they navigated a world that had declared them dangerous simply for existing. Lysara is settling them in the dormitory wing.

They're young. Seven summers, perhaps eight. A note of concern colored the dragon's mental voice. The boy has fire in his blood. Pyrin heritage, though diluted. Three generations back, perhaps four. The girl carries something different—water affinity, if I read her correctly. Unusual in siblings.

Different mothers, most likely. Or perhaps the drift simply manifested as it chose, following paths that human bloodlines couldn't predict. Callen had learned to stop being surprised by the variations he encountered. The old texts spoke of rigid categories—fire-touched, metal-singers, life-singers, a dozen other classifications—but the children who arrived at the Academy rarely fit neatly into any single type.

Perhaps that was how it should be. The ancient Dragon Singers had been obsessed with classification, with hierarchy, with determining who held power and who served. That obsession had contributed to their fall.

Callen would not make the same mistake.

In the courtyard's corner, two of the youngest students had abandoned their exercises entirely, distracted by the dragonets who'd descended from the cliffs. The small dragons—Ember and Frost, the settlement children had named them, though the creatures would eventually choose their own names—wove between the children's legs like oversized cats, their scales catching the morning light in flashes of copper and silver. One of the children giggled as Ember's tail brushed her ankle, and the sound carried across the courtyard like music.

Near the courtyard's southern wall, Elainak Theron practiced alone — the Lord Regent's daughter, sent to the Academy three weeks after its founding in a gesture that was equal parts trust and political calculation. She was thirteen, serious-faced, with her father's sharp features and the controlled bearing of a child raised in courts. The fire in her blood had manifested late and scared her badly — she'd burned through a writing desk and singed a tutor's eyebrows before Theron had packed her off to Callen with a letter that read, in its entirety: She needs help I cannot provide. Please don't let her hurt herself. Now she moved through her exercises with fierce concentration, determined to master what had once mastered her. The fire flickered at her fingertips — small, cautious flames she was learning to shape rather than fear.

This. This was what they'd built. Not just walls and classrooms, but a place where children could laugh while dragons played at their feet. A place where power wasn't something to fear or hide, but something to grow into together.

The moment of peace was so perfect that Callen felt his chest tightened with something between joy and dread. He'd learned to distrust perfect moments. They never lasted.

You're waiting for the storm, Kyraleth observed. Even now, even here, you watch the horizon for clouds.

Old habits.

Necessary habits, the dragon corrected. But perhaps today, you could also enjoy the sunshine.

Callen almost smiled. Almost. Then movement at the settlement's main gate caught his attention—a familiar figure approaching with the unhurried gait of someone who'd learned that rushing attracted the wrong kind of attention.

Wren.

The information broker moved through the settlement like a shadow at noon, visible but somehow forgettable. He was so diminutive he might have been mistaken for a child—if not for the weathered face, the calculating pale eyes, and the elaborate coat with more pockets than seemed practical or necessary. He'd aged in the months since Callen had last seen him—more gray in his hair, more lines around his eyes—but his gaze remained as sharp as ever, and his silver rings glinted when he gestured. The eyes of someone who saw everything and forgot nothing, who traded in secrets the way merchants traded in silk.

He found Callen at the eastern wall without asking directions, which meant he'd already mapped the settlement's layout. Of course he had. Wren never arrived anywhere without knowing the terrain.

"Professor Nasinth." His voice carried a theatrical formality, laced with the particular irony he reserved for Callen's newer names. "The Academy suits you."

"Wren." Callen descended from the wall to meet him, noting how his eyes cataloged the students, the dragonets, the defensive positions he could observe from the gate. "I didn't know you were in the region."

"I'm everywhere, when there's cause to be. And nowhere, when that serves better." He sighed with elaborate weariness, producing a folded paper from his coat—one of many pockets, each no doubt containing its own small arsenal of information. The paper was not sealed, Callen noticed, which meant he'd already read it. "News from the eastern provinces. Nothing urgent, nothing you couldn't learn elsewhere eventually. But I thought you'd want it sooner rather than later."

He took the paper, scanning the contents. Reports of Baron sympathizers organizing in the border towns. Rumors of Kingdom soldiers asking questions about the Academy. The usual currents of politics and paranoia that defined life in the Kingdom's shadow.

"You came a long way to deliver gossip," he said.

"I came a long way to see what you've built." Wren's expression shifted—not quite softening, but something close. For a man whose laughter sounded like small stones rattling in a jar, the near-silence spoke volumes. "The Veil trained us both to believe in nothing but the contract. To trust no one, build nothing, care for nothing you couldn't carry or discard at need." He glanced at the courtyard, at the children and dragons and the structures rising from foundations of hope. Then his voice dropped, stripped for once of its theatrical distance. "You proved the Veil wrong, Callen. You built something worth believing in. And I find myself wanting to see it survive. Wanting to help it survive." He paused, and something flickered in those pale, calculating eyes—something that looked almost like vulnerability. "Even if that means I can't walk away anymore."

Callen recognized the words for what they were—as close to a declaration of loyalty as Wren would ever make. The debt between them had long since transformed into something that looked almost like friendship.

"You could stay. We could use someone with your skills."

"My skills serve you better in the shadows." But he hesitated, which was unlike him. "Perhaps, when the Baron's trial is concluded, when the Kingdom decides what to make of Dragon Singers... perhaps I'll return. For a longer visit."

"You know about the trial."

"I know about everything. It's what I do." His smirk returned, the theatrical mask sliding back into place with practiced ease. He turned to leave, then paused. "Be careful in the capital, Callen. The Lord Regent plays a longer game than anyone realizes, and you're not the only piece on his board."

He was gone before Callen could ask what he meant—slipping through the gate and onto the road as if he'd never been there at all. But his words lingered, adding weight to the unease Callen already carried.

You could have asked him to stay, Kyraleth observed.

He wouldn't have. Not yet. But he'll be back.

You sound certain.

I am. Callen watched the road where Wren had disappeared, feeling the threads of old allegiances and new loyalties pulling at him from different directions. The Veil taught us to be alone. But even Wren is learning that some things are worth coming back for.

The Academy had grown faster than any of them had anticipated. Word had spread through underground channels—the settlement where gifted children could learn without fear, where a Dragon Singer—an actual Dragon Singer, thought extinct for generations—had rebuilt an ancient bond. Every week brought new arrivals: some alone, like the twins from Blackwater; others with desperate families seeking safety for children who didn't fit the Kingdom's notion of normal. The dormitory wing that Finch had insisted they build "for future expansion" was mostly empty, but less empty than last month.

It had been exactly three months since the Battle of the Grove—three months that marked both the Academy's founding and the beginning of this fragile new era. Three months of rebuilding walls and trust alike. The Academy stood where once there had been only foundations and hope, its three buildings arranged around the central courtyard—built over those months stone by stone with the help of human and dragon alike. The main hall housed classrooms and the small library they were slowly assembling from salvaged texts. The dormitory wing provided living quarters for students without families. The practice hall—reinforced with stone three feet thick and warded against fire, force, and the occasional explosion—gave them space to work with more dangerous manifestations.

It wasn't grand. Nothing like the ancient Dragon Singer academies that had once dotted the continent before the purges, complexes of marble and crystal that had housed hundreds of students and their bonded partners. Those places existed now only in Finch's recovered texts and Kyraleth's inherited memories—shadows of a world that had burned itself to ash through pride and fear.

But the Academy was theirs. Built with their hands, sustained by their choices, dedicated to something better than what had come before.

The settlement had been faster to build than any of them expected. The defected Kingdom soldiers had brought construction skills alongside their weapons. The Pyrin workers—Korvain chief among them—could heat-shape stone in ways that bypassed the slow work of mortaring, fusing rock with controlled flame the way their ancestors had built mountain holds in a single season. And the dragons themselves had carried stone from quarries miles away, loads that would have taken ox-carts weeks arriving in hours on broad wings. What human hands alone might have taken years, partnership had accomplished in weeks.

Watching the students return to their exercises—watching Davith try again, watching Tomas guide the younger children, watching Vera's water-like movements blend fire and flow—Callen felt the weight of what they'd created settle onto his shoulders. Not burden, exactly. Responsibility. Purpose.

Once, he'd been a weapon in someone else's hand. A blade pointed at whatever target the Veil's masters chose. He'd believed that was all he could be—all he was made for.

You were wrong, Kyraleth said, reading his thoughts through their bond. We both were. About ourselves, about what we could become.

How far we've come, Callen replied, the thought carrying gratitude he rarely expressed aloud. From a desperate bonding in the darkness to... this.

This is only the beginning. The foundation, not the structure. The dragon's presence wrapped around him, warm and certain. But it is a good foundation. Strong enough to build on.

Strong enough, Callen hoped, to weather whatever storms were coming. Because storms were always coming. That much he'd learned in a lifetime of violence and vigilance.

But perhaps—just perhaps—this time he wouldn't face them alone.


Chapter Two


THE SUMMONS



Something brushed against his mind—faint, fragmentary, like hearing a voice through thick walls. Papa... rider... coming... The impression carried Nora's signature warmth, but the words dissolved before he could grasp them fully. She was trying to reach him from inside the main building, perhaps two hundred yards away. Too far for clarity, it seemed—her ability to send thoughts clearly still required proximity, though she could receive impressions from much greater distances. The imbalance frustrated her, he knew. Sending required focus and energy that receiving did not.

A moment later, her physical voice confirmed what the mental touch had attempted.

"Papa!"

Nora's voice carried across the courtyard. She emerged from the main building at a run, dark hair flying loose from its braid, the faint shimmer of heat that always surrounded her now rippling in her wake. At nine years old, she'd grown taller over the past three months, her features sharpening toward the young woman she'd become. But her eyes—those carried something older. Something that had seen the Baron's transformation, had felt the corruption spreading through the world, had touched the ancient dragon Vorthak's consciousness and emerged changed.

"There's a rider approaching," she said, slightly breathless. "Kingdom colors."

Callen extended his drift sense outward, pushing beyond the settlement's walls. The effort came easier now than it had years ago—practice and his bond with Kyraleth had expanded his range significantly—but two miles still required concentration. There—approximately two miles east on the main road. A single rider moving at diplomatic pace rather than urgent gallop. Purple and silver livery. Lord Regent Theron's colors.

"How did you know?" he asked. His own range had limits, and two miles exceeded them without significant effort.

Nora hesitated, tucking a strand of escaped hair behind her ear. "I felt the horse first. Its drift signature was simple, clear—like a single note in a song. Easy to read at distance. The rider was harder, but once I knew where to look..." She trailed off, uncomfortable with the admission. Then, quieter: "There's something else. That voice I told you about—the one I've been hearing beneath the dragon calls since we came back from the north? It stirred when I reached toward the capital's direction. Like it recognized something. Or remembered."

Callen kept his expression neutral, though her words sent a chill through him. She'd first mentioned the voice weeks ago—an older, sadder presence woven into the drift, something that seemed to rise whenever her awareness stretched too far east. He'd hoped it would fade. Clearly, it hadn't.

But the direction troubled him. The ancient dragon's call — the one that had pulled at Nora's dreams since the north — came from the opposite end of the world. Ice and loneliness, reaching south. This voice reached from beneath, not beyond. From stone, not sky. It carried hunger where Theraxis had carried sorrow. Either Nora was sensing the same presence differently at closer range, or there were two things reaching for his daughter from two directions — and she stood in the narrow space between them.

Her abilities continued to expand in ways Callen couldn't fully track, though patterns were emerging. The white fire was only the most visible manifestation—spectacular and dangerous, drawing the eye like a beacon. Beneath it lay something deeper: a sensitivity to the drift that operated on emotional resonance rather than raw distance. She could feel dragons sleeping hundreds of miles away because their presence was vast, their dreams carrying weight that rippled through the drift like stones dropped in still water. She could hear the eggs waiting in the Grove because they dreamed of partners yet to come—intention made them louder. She could sense emotions in the people around her, reading intention through subtle currents that most people never perceived. But precise communication, sending her own thoughts clearly—that still required proximity, touch, or an emotional connection strong enough to bridge the gap.

Elder Shendra, who had been observing Nora's exercises that morning, offered context over the midday meal. "Sending across distance requires a relay—a bonded dragon, an anchor object, or another sensitive mind acting as a waypoint. Without one, even the strongest Singer's projections dissolve within a quarter mile. It's not a matter of power. It's physics. The drift disperses intention the way air disperses sound." She looked at Nora with the careful assessment she brought to all her students. "The child's range will grow. But true long-distance sending? That requires a partner."

It frightened him, sometimes. Not what she might become, but how the world might respond to her becoming it.

"Go tell Lysara," he said, keeping his voice steady. "And find your mother. If the Kingdom is sending formal messengers, we should receive them properly."

Nora nodded and darted away. Callen watched her go, noting how the other students parted around her without conscious thought—not fear, exactly, but unconscious awareness. They all knew what Nora was, what she could do. Most had seen her demonstration with the fire-dragon during their first days at the Academy, watched her shape flame into something beautiful and terrifying in equal measure.

She was nine years old. She could kill everyone in this courtyard without breaking stride.

The thought came unbidden, and Callen pushed it away. Nora would never. She had her mother's compassion, her biological father's gentle spirit. The power was just power. What mattered was the soul that wielded it.

He had to believe that. The alternative was too dark to contemplate.

The Kingdom's patience has run out, Kyraleth observed.

Perhaps. Or perhaps they simply have news that couldn't wait.

The dragon's mental tone carried dry amusement. When has a Kingdom messenger ever carried good news?

Callen couldn't argue that point. In his experience—both as the Nightshade and as the man he'd become—messengers in noble livery brought demands, threats, or summons to unpleasant proceedings. Rarely did they arrive bearing gifts.

Still, he would hear what this one had to say. The Academy existed within the Kingdom's borders, subject to its laws however much they might prefer otherwise. Lord Regent Theron's letter three months ago had offered provisional recognition. That recognition could be revoked as easily as it had been granted.

Politics. Callen had spent years avoiding them, first as an assassin who cared only for contracts, then as a blacksmith who wanted nothing more than quiet anonymity. Now he found himself at the center of a web he barely understood, making decisions that affected not just his family but dozens of children who had nowhere else to go.

The Nightshade would have hated this life. Would have seen the vulnerability, the exposure, the thousand ways it could all collapse.

Callen chose to see something else: purpose. Meaning. A chance to build rather than destroy.

He hoped it would be enough.

The rider arrived within the hour—a woman in her middle years, bearing official seals and the measured bearing of someone accustomed to formal courts. She introduced herself as Helena Vorn, Envoy to the Lord Regent's Council, and presented her credentials with the practiced ease of someone who'd done so a thousand times.

Callen studied her as she spoke. Gray threading through dark hair. Calluses on her hands that suggested sword training despite her diplomatic role. Eyes that cataloged everything—the settlement's defenses, the students watching from windows, the distant shape of Kyraleth on the cliff above. A professional, then. Not someone who would be easily deceived or misdirected.

But it was the moment her gaze swept the mountain ridgelines that Callen filed away. A flicker—brief enough that most people would have missed it entirely, two seconds at most—where her expression shifted from professional assessment to something closer to confirmation. Her eyes traced the high passes to the north and east, lingered on a particular ridge where the tree line thinned to bare stone, and then returned to Callen with her composure already restored. Whatever she'd been looking for—or been told to look for—she had found it, or its absence, and either answer had meaning. The Nightshade in Callen recognized the tell instantly: this was a woman who'd been briefed on a threat she hadn't been authorized to share. The capital knew something about those mountains. Something they were keeping close.

They received her in the council chamber—the stone-walled meeting hall with its massive wooden beams salvaged from the original sanctuary, still bearing visible char marks from Baron Selwyn's attack. The long oak table had been assembled by Finch from remnants of old library shelves, its surface stained with ink. Callen sat at its head, with Amara at his right hand and Lysara at his left. Kira had positioned herself near the door, her small dragonet Xyrsanthe coiled around her shoulders like a living scarf of silver-gold scales.

Kira Stark. Commander Stark's daughter, transformed by her father's experiments under the Baron's patronage, saved by the bond she'd formed with Xyrsanthe during the chaos at the Grove. Her corruption had stabilized since then—the scales that had once threatened to consume her now appeared only in moments of stress, retreating when calm returned. She was learning to be a Dragon Singer, though her path was unlike any the ancient texts described.

Another new thing. Another piece of the future they were building without maps or guides.

"Master Nasinth," Helena began, her voice carrying the clipped precision of capital speech. "I bear formal summons from Lord Regent Theron's council. Your presence is required in the capital to provide testimony at the trial of Baron Cornelius Selwyn."

Callen had expected something like this. The Baron had been in Kingdom custody for three months, ever since his forces had broken at the Grove. Theron's letter had promised a trial, promised justice. But promises from lords were cheap currency, easily spent and rarely redeemed.

"Required," he repeated carefully. "Not requested."

Helena's expression didn't change. "The Lord Regent values your cooperation. However, the council has determined that your testimony is essential to establishing the full extent of the Baron's crimes. Refusal to appear would be... noted."

Lysara leaned forward, her scarred hands flat on the table. "Noted how, exactly?"

"The Academy's provisional recognition remains subject to council review." Helena spread her hands in a gesture that might have been apologetic if her eyes had carried any warmth. "Cooperation demonstrates good faith. Resistance raises questions about the institution's commitment to Kingdom law."

The threat was velvet-wrapped but clear enough. Appear, or risk everything they'd built. The students in the dormitory wing, the children just beginning to learn control, the fragile structure of safety they'd created—all of it could be swept away by a council vote.

Callen felt the familiar cold settling in his chest. The Nightshade had faced threats with violence, had solved problems through elimination. That path was closed to him now. Killing a Kingdom envoy would bring armies, not answers.

"When?" he asked.

"The trial convenes in three weeks. Given the distance, departure within the next few days would be advisable."

Three weeks. Long enough for a great deal to happen, both in the capital and here. Long enough for enemies to prepare, for alliances to shift, for promises to be forgotten.

A trap, Kyraleth said privately. The capital is no place for us.

Perhaps. But refusing might spring a worse one.

Amara spoke for the first time. "The summons is for Callen alone?"

"Additional witnesses may be called upon arrival." Helena's gaze moved briefly to Kira. “Stark’s daughter, for instance, may prove valuable to the proceedings."

Kira's hand rose unconsciously to touch Xyrsanthe's scales. The dragonet chirped softly—a sound somewhere between bird and bell—and one silver eye and one gold eye fixed on Helena with unmistakable warning. Through the drift, Callen caught a flash of protective fury from the small dragon, quickly suppressed. Xyrsanthe remembered what had been done to her partner. The dragonet would not forgive easily, if ever.

"We'll need time to discuss this among ourselves," Callen said. "You're welcome to refresh yourself in the guest quarters. We'll have an answer by evening."

Helena inclined her head. "Of course. But I should mention—the Lord Regent anticipated some hesitation. He asked me to assure you personally that every measure will be taken to ensure your safety and comfort during your stay in the capital." She paused, and something shifted in her expression—something that might have been genuine concern, or might have been very good acting. "He also wished me to convey his sincere interest in the Academy's continued success. He sees great potential in what you're building here."

After she'd been escorted out, silence held the chamber.

"It's not optional," Lysara said flatly. "She made that clear enough."

"I know."

"The capital is Kingdom territory. Once you're there, we have no way to protect you."

"I know that too."

"There's something else," Lysara added, her voice dropping. "Our scouts intercepted a coded message three days ago—Baron loyalist cipher, the same one the Evolution Institute used for sensitive communications. We've only cracked fragments, but what we've pieced together..." She pulled a folded paper from her coat, spreading it on the table. "Names. Ours. Departure estimates. Route predictions. Someone in the loyalist network is tracking our movements and selling the information."

"To whom?" Amara asked.

"That's what we don't know. The network itself isn't a military threat anymore—they don't have the numbers or resources for direct action. But information is its own kind of weapon." Lysara met Callen's eyes. "Whoever is buying knows when we leave and with how many. They'll know our route, our stops, our vulnerabilities. They can sell that to anyone with gold and grudges."

"The network survived the Baron's capture," Callen said slowly, understanding crystallizing. "Not as a fighting force, but as eyes. Watchers who report what they see."

"Exactly. They're not dangerous themselves. But the people they sell to might be."

"There's someone else watching too."

The voice was quiet, and for a moment the adults didn't register it. Nora stood in the doorway—Callen hadn't heard her come back, which meant she'd moved deliberately, the way he'd taught her to walk when she didn't want to interrupt but couldn't wait any longer. Her hands were clasped in front of her, fingers laced together the way they did when she was working up the nerve to say something she knew would be difficult to explain.

"What do you mean, sweetheart?" Amara asked.

"The mountains." Nora's gaze went to the window, toward the high passes visible above the settlement's roofline. "There are people up there. I've been feeling them for weeks—maybe longer. They're not like the ones in the coded messages. Those feel... scrambled. Nervous. These are different." She frowned, searching for words that fit a sensation no nine-year-old should have to describe. "They feel like they're sitting very still on purpose. Like when Elder Shendra meditates and her drift gets so calm it almost disappears, except there are more of them, and they've been doing it for a long, long time. Not days. Years, maybe." She paused. "They don't feel mean. They feel like they're... deciding something. About us."

Silence held the room. Lysara's eyes moved to Callen, a question in them.

Through the bond, Kyraleth's confirmation came—measured, certain. She is right. I have felt them in the northern and eastern passes. Drift signatures too disciplined to be natural, too controlled to be animal. Human, or something that was human once. They have been there since before the Grove, perhaps longer. I did not speak of it because I could not determine their intent. I still cannot.

"How long?" Lysara asked Nora, her voice carefully even.

"Since before the coded messages started. Since before the envoy." Nora bit her lip. "Maybe since before we came back from the north. I didn't understand what I was feeling at first—I thought it was just the mountains. But mountains don't pay attention. These do."

The adults exchanged looks—Lysara's hard and calculating, Amara's tinged with the particular worry she reserved for moments when Nora's abilities outpaced her childhood. Callen kept his expression steady, but beneath it something cold and familiar was turning over. The loyalist network was a threat he understood—spies, information, money changing hands. This was something else. Something patient enough to watch for weeks without acting, disciplined enough to mask its drift signatures from a bonded Dragon Singer, and old enough that even Kyraleth couldn't place it with certainty.

Two axes of unease had become three.

Elder Shendra had been sitting quietly in the chamber's corner, her walking staff resting across her knees—a posture Callen recognized as her listening stance, the one she adopted when she was absorbing rather than contributing. But at Nora's words, something shifted in her weathered face. Not surprise. Something older and wearier than that—the expression of a woman hearing a story she'd hoped would stay in the past.

"My grandmother's grandmother spoke of guardians in the northern mountains," Shendra said, her voice carrying the careful cadence she used when drawing from oral tradition rather than established fact. "Syenna's journals mention them only in fragments—people who withdrew from the world after the Dragon Singers fell. Who chose to remember when the rest of the Kingdom chose to forget." She tapped one weathered finger against her staff. "The records are incomplete. My family preserved what we could across the generations, but names were lost, locations were never recorded—or were recorded and deliberately destroyed. What I have are impressions. Warnings passed from mother to daughter. They were described as patient, disciplined, and very old in their ways."

"Allies?" Lysara asked, direct as always.

Shendra's amber eyes held a complexity that simple categories couldn't contain. "My great-great-grandmother respected them enough to leave them alone. That is not the same as calling them allies. It is not the same as calling them enemies, either." She looked at Nora, then at Callen, and her voice took on the quiet authority of a woman who had spent a lifetime weighing what to share and when. "If the child is sensing disciplined drift work in those passes, then they are still active. Still watching. My advice is simple: don't seek them out. If they wish to be found, they will find you. And if they have been watching since before the Grove without acting, then they are making their own judgments on their own time. That is a patience worth respecting—and worth being cautious of."

The chamber absorbed her words. Callen felt the pieces shifting in his mind—the unsigned letter in archaic script that had crumbled to dust, Nora's sensing, Kyraleth's ancestral stirring, Helena's loaded glance at the ridgelines, and now Shendra's fragmentary lore pointing toward the same unnamed presence. Not enough to form a picture. But enough to know a picture existed, waiting to resolve.

"We'll address it," Callen said, in the tone that closed discussions without dismissing them. "Lysara, add the passes to your patrol routes. Nora—if anything changes, if they move or if the feeling shifts, you come to me or Lysara immediately. Understood?"

Nora nodded, relief and residual unease warring in her expression. She'd done what she came to do—named the thing she'd been carrying alone. Whether naming it made it better or worse remained to be seen.

Callen rose from his chair, moving to the window. Beyond the glass, students had returned to their afternoon exercises. Tomas was helping one of the younger children with a particularly difficult form, demonstrating the arm movements with patient repetition. The sight tugged at something in Callen's chest—pride, perhaps, or hope.

This was what they'd built. Children teaching children, fear giving way to confidence, power becoming tool rather than curse.

The Kingdom could take it all away with a word.

Amara's hand found his beneath the table. "What do you want to do?"

Callen considered. Three months of peace. Three months of pretending the outside world might leave them alone. He'd known it couldn't last, but he'd hoped for more time. Time for the students to grow stronger, for the Academy to establish deeper roots, for the Kingdom to become accustomed to their existence.

"What I want doesn't matter," he said finally. "If I refuse, they'll find another way to force compliance—or simply revoke the Academy's recognition entirely. At least this way, I control how I appear."

"We," Amara corrected. "You're not going alone."

"Amara—"

"Don't." Her voice carried the steel that had seen her through years of running, through betrayal by her own father, through everything the world had thrown at them. "I'm going. That's not a discussion."

Kira stepped forward from her position by the door. "I should go too. If they're calling me as a witness anyway, better to arrive on our terms than be summoned like a criminal."

"Finch will want to come," Lysara added. "The capital archives hold records we've never been able to access. He's been asking for months."

Callen looked at each of them in turn. A delegation, then. Not the isolated target Helena's words had implied, but a group with witnesses and support. It was the smarter play, even if it meant leaving the settlement with reduced defenses.

"What about the Academy?" he asked Lysara.

"I'll stay." The words came without hesitation—the decision of a commander, not a volunteer. Her jaw tightened, and something flickered in her eyes, but her voice held steady. "The settlement needs someone who knows how to hold a perimeter and make hard calls. Korvain and the Pyrin warriors can handle security, but they need someone at the center who sees the full picture."

"Lysara—"

"I don't speak the language of courts and politics, Callen. I never have." She met his eyes, and he saw the blunt self-knowledge that had always defined her—the woman who had once told him, I've been at war since I was sixteen years old. Peace is a foreign country. "You need someone in the capital who can navigate those currents. That's you, and Amara, and even Finch with his books and his enthusiasm. What you need here is someone who'll keep the walls standing and the children safe while you're gone. That's me. That's what I know how to do."

She paused, then added with the ghost of something that might have been dry humor: "Besides, someone needs to work with the Blackwater twins. Pyrin fire in untrained hands is dangerous, and Elder Shendra shouldn't have to manage everything alone. She'd never admit it, but she's slowed down. Her fire has dimmed. I can handle the logistics while she handles the teaching."

The decision settled into place with the weight of inevitability. Callen nodded slowly. "We leave in two days. That gives us time to prepare, and Finch time to stop complaining about not being invited."

And me? Kyraleth asked. The capital is no place for dragons.

You'll shadow us from the hills. I won't go into that pit without knowing you're close.

The dragon's presence wrapped around his mind like warm smoke—comfort and strength intertwined. Always. But be careful, partner. The stones of men hold long memories, and yours are not pleasant ones.

Callen didn't respond. He didn't need to. Kyraleth knew better than anyone what the capital meant to him—what he'd done there, who he'd been. The Nightshade had been born in those streets, forged in blood and shadow. Thirty-seven confirmed kills. A decade of service to men who saw murder as just another tool of statecraft.

Now he would return as something else entirely.

He hoped it would be enough.

That evening, Callen climbed to the rebuilt tower on the settlement's eastern wall. The construction was a patchwork of old and new—salvaged stones forming the foundation, fresh timber creating the framework, and dragon scales worked into the supports where Kyraleth had shed them during healing. The scales had been Finch's idea, based on something he'd found in the ancient texts. Dragon material woven into human structures, creating resonance patterns that strengthened both. The theory was sound; the practice was still being tested.

The tower gave Callen a view of the entire settlement and the valleys beyond. He could see the patterns of rebuilding—not just restoration but evolution. Gardens planted between defensive positions, providing food and beauty in equal measure. Children playing in streets that had been battlegrounds. Carved doorframes and colored shutters personalized buildings that had once been bare shelters. The main path had evolved from a deer track into a proper thoroughfare wide enough for two carts. Protection through understanding rather than fear.

It wasn't the world he'd grown up in. It wasn't the world the Black Veil had prepared him for. It was something stranger, something more fragile, something worth protecting.

Nora found him there as the sun touched the mountains, painting the peaks in shades of gold and rose.

"You're leaving," she said, settling onto the wall beside him with the easy grace of someone who'd grown up climbing. Her feet dangled over the edge, twenty feet of empty air beneath her heels. The height didn't trouble her. Little troubled Nora, physically. It was the invisible things that kept her awake at night.

"For a few weeks. The Baron's trial."

"I heard." She was quiet for a moment, watching the last light fade from the peaks. A hawk circled in the distance, riding thermals that Callen could feel as subtle shifts in the drift. "I want to come with you."

Callen had expected this. "No."

"Papa—"

"It's not safe. The capital is..." He searched for words that wouldn't frighten her more than necessary, that wouldn't reveal how much the prospect of returning there frightened him. "There are people there who remember what I used to be. What I did. I don't want you anywhere near that."

"But I could help. I can sense things you can't. See things⁠—"

"I know you can." He turned to face her, taking in the stubborn set of her jaw, so like her mother's. So like Amara when she'd decided something and refused to be moved. "That's exactly why you need to stay. The Academy needs someone who can feel threats coming. Lysara is good, but she doesn't have your range. You're our early warning, Nora. The settlement needs you here."

The argument was practical, true as far as it went. But beneath it lay the deeper truth he couldn't speak aloud—that taking Nora into the capital meant exposing her to forces he couldn't predict or control. The Kingdom's lords would see her abilities and calculate how to use her. The Baron would see her in person, would remember that she was his granddaughter, would perhaps try to manipulate their connection. Old enemies from Callen's Black Veil days would catalog her as a weakness to be exploited, a pressure point that could break him when blades could not.

Nora's expression said she understood more than his words conveyed. She'd always been perceptive, even before her gifts had awakened. Now, with the drift singing through her blood, she probably read his emotions as clearly as spoken text.

"I've been having dreams," she said quietly.

Callen's attention sharpened. Nora's dreams had weight. They weren't simple fantasies or nighttime processing—they were something else, something connected to her expanding awareness. "What kind of dreams?"

"About the capital. I see a great hall, nobles in bright colors, someone important dead on the floor. Blood spreading across white marble." She shivered despite the lingering warmth of the day. "And beneath everything, something dark moving. Something old. It's been sleeping for a long time, but it knows you're coming."

The words echoed the warning she'd given him earlier—the voice beneath the dragon calls, the something wrong in the capital that she'd sensed through the rider. Not imagination, then. Not childhood fears given shape by stress.

"What else do you see?"

"Fire. Not mine—different. Older. The color is wrong, like sunset through smoke." She looked at him with eyes too old for her face, eyes that had seen things no child should see. "Papa, whatever is there, it's been waiting. Waiting for someone like you. A Dragon Singer."

Cold settled in Callen's chest, spreading through his limbs like winter's first frost. Aldermere was a city of layers. He'd learned that during his Black Veil days, when knowing a city's secrets had been part of his training. Beneath its cobblestones and grand architecture lay old mining tunnels, abandoned when the veins ran dry and partially collapsed during an earthquake fifty years past. But the tunnels weren't the oldest thing beneath those streets. The palace walls bore burn marks—scorch patterns consistent with dragon fire—that had been painted over, concealed, though no dragon had attacked the capital in living memory. Something had happened there, something the Kingdom preferred to forget. And if Nora was sensing it stirring now, if something old recognized the approach of a Dragon Singer...

"Have you told anyone else about these dreams?"

"Just you." She leaned against his arm, seeking comfort despite her attempt at adult composure. "I don't understand all of it. The images don't always make sense—they come in pieces, like broken glass that doesn't quite fit together. But I wanted you to know before you left."

He wrapped an arm around her shoulders, feeling the ever-present warmth that radiated from her skin. His daughter. His anchor. The reason he'd become something better than the Nightshade, something capable of building rather than only destroying.

"I'll be careful," he promised.

"You're not the only one who has to face what they're afraid of," Nora said.

The words struck him with unexpected force. "What do you mean?"

"I mean..." She pulled back slightly, meeting his eyes with a directness that reminded him painfully of Amara. "I mean that you try to protect me from everything, and I love you for it. But someday I'll have to face scary things too. You can't always be there. And maybe—" She stopped, reconsidering her words. "Maybe being scared is okay. Maybe what matters is doing the right thing anyway."

For a moment, Callen saw the woman she would become—brave, determined, carrying power that could reshape the world. Pride and terror warred in his heart. Pride at who she was becoming. Terror at what that becoming might cost her.

"When did you get so wise?" he asked softly.

Nora smiled, and suddenly she was just his daughter again, nine years old and missing a tooth she'd lost to an apple the week before. "Elder Shendra says I listen better than you do."

"She would know." Callen paused, thinking of the old woman—nearly seven decades of life sustained by the quiet fire of Pyrin blood, her copper-toned skin weathered and lined, her amber eyes carrying an intensity that saw more than most would prefer. She was the last keeper of Dragon Singer lore, the great-great-granddaughter of Syenna the Flame-Touched, who had been bonded to the dragon Vaelros and had lived through the final war that drove dragons into hiding. Every piece of sacred knowledge Shendra carried had been passed down through an unbroken chain of women across those generations—preserved in secret while the Kingdom hunted Dragon Singers to extinction around them.

"She waited decades for this," Callen said quietly. "Decades of hiding what she knew, of watching the world forget what Dragon Singers were meant to be. Not weapons. Not rulers. Bridges between powers." He looked at Nora. "That's why she teaches with such patience, even when the students struggle. She's spent her whole life guarding a flame that nearly went out. Every child who walks through our gates is proof that the flame survived."

Nora was quiet for a long moment. "She never talks about what it cost her. All those years alone with the knowledge."

"Some people carry their burdens so quietly you'd never know the weight. But that's why she came here, why she claimed authority over my training before anyone else could. This isn't duty for her, Nora. It's the fulfillment of everything her family preserved across generations. She sees in you and the other students the future her great-great-grandmother Syenna fought to protect."

They sat together as darkness settled over the settlement, watching the lights appear one by one—cooking fires and lanterns, the soft glow of Pyrin flames carefully controlled, the steady pulse of drift energy being channeled into construction and protection. On the cliff above, Kyraleth's eyes reflected the starlight, two points of gold in the gathering dark.

After Nora had gone inside—reluctantly, with one last backward glance from the doorway—Kyraleth's voice settled into Callen's mind with the quiet weight of a companion who had been waiting to speak privately.

I circled the perimeter twice before settling tonight. The eastern pass, then the northern ridge.

He said it the way he reported weather conditions or thermal patterns—a fact, neither boast nor apology. Callen didn't question it. The dragon's instincts had kept them alive too many times to second-guess.

The mountain signatures.

Yes. A pause. Through the bond, Callen felt Kyraleth reaching inward—not outward toward the passes but down into the deep inherited layers where ancestral memory lived as impression rather than image. I cannot find clear recollection. Only residue. The feeling of being observed from high stone by something that chose stillness long ago—not as retreat, but as purpose. A decision made and held to across generations. Longer than most of your kingdoms have stood.

Shendra called them guardians.

That word fits better than most. Kyraleth's mental tone carried something Callen rarely heard from him—not caution, exactly, but the instinctive deference of a young dragon sensing a presence older than his own lineage. Whatever they are, they predate the corruption. The feeling in the memory is... clean. Old and heavy, but clean. That counts for something.

It doesn't tell us what they want.

No. But it tells us what they are not. The golden eyes on the cliff blinked once, slow and deliberate. I will keep watch tonight. I would have regardless—but I wanted you to know the reason.

I know the reason. Same as mine.

A thread of warmth moved through the bond—the wordless understanding of partners who had long since stopped needing to explain themselves to each other.

Sleep, Callen. I have the sky. You'll need your wits about you for the road ahead, and you are useless without rest.

Your concern is touching.

It is practical. There is a difference, though I've noticed humans struggle with it.

Tomorrow would bring preparations, farewells, the long journey toward something Callen couldn't fully predict. But tonight, he held his daughter and watched the first stars emerge, and tried to believe that everything they'd built would still be standing when he returned.


Chapter Three


DELEGATION



The next two days passed in a blur of preparation.

Callen rose before dawn on the first morning and found Amara already packing—methodical as always, sorting supplies into categories that made sense only to a healer. Medicines occupied one pile: fever reducers, pain dullers, the blue paste that counteracted most common poisons. Bandages and surgical tools filled another. A third contained items that seemed random until Callen recognized them as field treatments for drift-related injuries—burns that wouldn't heal, wounds that resisted closing, the strange symptoms that sometimes manifested when gifts went wrong.

"Planning for the worst?" he asked, watching her wrap a vial of sleeping draught in protective cloth.

"Planning for the likely." She didn't look up from her work. "When has anything involving your family been simple?"

He couldn't argue with that. His family, such as it was, included an imprisoned Baron who happened to be his wife's father, a past soaked in blood he was still atoning for, and connections to powers that had shaped the kingdom for centuries. Simplicity had never been part of the inheritance.

"What about Nora?" he asked. "While we're gone?"

"I've spoken with Elder Shendra. She'll continue the breathing exercises and fire-control work daily—she's the only one with the knowledge to guide Nora properly through the drift techniques." Amara finally met his eyes. "Lysara will handle security and the day-to-day. And I've asked Vera to spend extra time with her. She's perceptive, careful—she won't let Nora push too far without someone noticing."

"And Kira?"

"Kira is coming with us." Amara's tone carried the finality of a decision already made. "She needs to be there, Callen. Not just for her testimony—for herself. She's spent her whole life being defined by what her father did to her. If she sits here while others tell her story, she'll never stop being Stark's daughter in the Kingdom's eyes."

Both shaped by powerful men's cruelty, she meant. Both carrying transformations the world feared—Kira's scales forced into her skin by Stark's experiments, Nora's white flame burning beyond any known Pyrin color. Both learning to be something other than what circumstance had tried to make them.

"That's wise."

"I have my moments."

The dragon-scale book rested in Finch's study now, its pages quiet since their return from the north. Whatever purpose it had served—guiding Callen to Valengrim's knowledge, revealing the secrets of anchors and bonds—seemed fulfilled. Finch still studied it occasionally, but the book no longer responded to touch the way it once had, as if its work was done.

By midday, the delegation had taken shape. Callen and Amara would travel together, of course—years together had made that assumption automatic. Kira had insisted on coming despite—or perhaps because of—what awaited her at the trial. Her testimony would be crucial, and having her appear as a witness for the prosecution rather than a prisoner sent its own message.

"I'm not going because you need my testimony," Kira had told them during the planning discussions, her voice flat with carefully controlled emotion. As she spoke, Callen noticed a faint shimmer along her jawline—scales threatening to surface, dark and iridescent. Xyrsanthe chirped from her shoulder, and the dragonet pressed her small head against Kira's cheek. The scales subsided, retreating beneath skin that smoothed as if they'd never been. "I'm going because I need to control how this story is told. My father turned me into a monster in his laboratories. If I'm not there to speak for myself, others will speak for me—and they'll make me either a victim to be pitied or a creature to be feared. I won't give them that power."

"The Kingdom shuttered the main Evolution Institute complex after the Baron's capture," Kira continued, her voice steadying. "But the network that supported it—the informants, the watchers, the people who tracked children with gifts and reported them for collection—that network is still out there. They're not soldiers anymore. They're not even organized, really. But they're watching. They know who comes and goes from the Academy, who visits, who leaves. And they sell what they know to anyone who'll pay."

"We've intercepted some of their communications," Lysara added. "Enough to know they're active, but not enough to identify them all. The ones we do find just shrug and say they're merchants, travelers, people going about their business. We can't prove otherwise."

"Information gatherers," Callen said. "Not threats themselves, but feeding threats."

"Exactly. The network is dangerous because of what it knows, not what it can do."

Finch had spent the past three months buried in the texts they'd recovered from various sanctuaries and temples, cross-referencing accounts of the Dragon Singers' fall, searching for patterns in the chaos that had ended an era. But the Kingdom's archives held records that couldn't be found anywhere else. The Historical Annex alone contained materials dating back to the first academies—materials the purges should have destroyed but somehow hadn't.

"If we want to understand what happened to the old ways—really understand—the answers are there," Finch had explained, bouncing slightly on his heels in the way that meant his excitement had overwhelmed his usual reserve. "The Kingdom preserved what it conquered. That's what empires do. They take the knowledge of their enemies and lock it away, using it for themselves while denying it to others. Somewhere in those archives are records of the Dragon Singers at their height. Records of what destroyed them. Records that might explain what's happening now. And perhaps," he added, his voice dropping with the weight of things still unresolved, "records that connect to what we learned in the north. The Silence Before Stars. The Thirteen hidden eggs. The Guardian's warnings. Those threads don't end with Valengrim's sanctuary—they lead somewhere, and I suspect the capital knows more than it's ever admitted."

"We're going for a trial," Callen reminded him. "Not a research expedition."

"Why can't it be both?"

Finch's knowledge had saved them more than once. Having him along might prove useful in ways they couldn't anticipate.

Two Pyrin warriors completed the group. Elhan came without hesitation—the young Ashen Valley survivor had grown from the rage-driven fighter Callen first met into a steady, principled presence on the settlement council, and his willingness to volunteer for dangerous missions out of moral duty had become one of his defining qualities. His fire was focused and precise—forge-heat, not wildfire—and his years bridging the gap between Pyrin identity and Ashen Oath community made him uniquely suited for the politics of the capital. When Callen asked him formally, the warrior had simply nodded, his expression hardening briefly.

"The Baron's Evolution Institute drew desperate Pyrin families with promises of citizenship and acceptance," Elhan said, his voice level. "They took children for 'specialized training' and those children were never seen again. Entire families lost." He met Callen's eyes, and Callen saw the same focused intensity that made Elhan's fire burn white-hot and precise rather than wild. "Whatever happens at this trial, the Pyrin need a voice in that room. Someone who can speak to what was done to our people—not as an abstraction, but as a man who watched the Ashen Valley burn."

The second choice proved more difficult.

Elder Shendra recommended a younger woman named Minatha, and Callen trusted Shendra's judgment enough to arrange an introduction. Minatha proved to be perhaps twenty years old, dark-haired and quiet, with the characteristic copper undertones in her skin that marked Pyrin heritage. She moved with the controlled grace of a trained fighter, but her eyes held something else—a distant quality, as if part of her attention was always focused on things others couldn't see.

"She reads the drift in ways I've never seen," Shendra had explained, her amber eyes alight with the particular intensity she reserved for exceptional gifts. "The drift carries impressions—emotional echoes, traces of what has happened in a place. Most practitioners sense only the present. Minatha feels the layers beneath. Give her time and space in an enclosed room, and she can tell you what happened there hours or even days before. The echoes linger in the drift like ripples in still water, and she can hear them."

Callen had felt the truth of it when he'd met Minatha. She'd paused at the threshold of the council chamber, her hand bracing against the doorframe, eyes going unfocused for a long moment.

"Someone died in this room," she said quietly. "Years ago. Before the rebuilding. The drift still carries it—fever, long illness." She winced, pressing fingers to her temple. When she refocused on Callen, her face was pale. "Forgive me. Enclosed spaces hold stronger impressions. It takes a moment to... separate then from now."

Another child growing into abilities no one fully understood. Another piece of a puzzle whose shape remained unclear.

"You know what you're agreeing to?" he asked her directly. "The capital won't be safe. The Kingdom sees us as barely tolerable guests, and there are those who'd prefer we not be tolerated at all."

Minatha's expression didn't waver. "I know. But Elder Shendra says I can help, and I owe a debt. The Academy took me in when no one else would. This is my chance to repay."

"Debts aren't the right reason to risk your life."

"Then I'll find a better reason on the road." A faint smile crossed her features. "Unless you're telling me no?"

He wasn't, and she knew it. Minatha's gift might prove invaluable if things went wrong—if they needed to read the drift echoes of a place, or sense dangers that conventional awareness couldn't detect.

She carries potential, Kyraleth observed when Callen shared his thoughts through their bond. As your daughter does. As you did, once. The drift finds its own channels.

That's what worries me.

The morning of departure came wrapped in mist that clung to the mountain slopes like gauze, softening the world's edges until the settlement seemed to float in gray nothing. Callen stood at the western gate, checking supplies one final time while the others gathered around the waiting horses.

Six mounts, carefully chosen for endurance rather than speed. The journey to the capital would take eight days if they pushed, ten if they took a more cautious pace. Callen intended to push—every day away from the settlement was a day something could go wrong.

Lysara approached as he tightened a saddle strap. Her face bore the careful neutrality she'd developed during her years commanding Ashen Oath patrols, revealing nothing of her thoughts.

"The perimeter rotation is set. We'll maintain normal patrols, nothing to suggest reduced strength."

"Good."

"The twins from Blackwater are settling in. The boy—Mentash—has already shown signs of fire affinity. Elder Shendra is working with him on basic containment."

"And the girl?"

"Quieter. Still frightened. She'll come around." Lysara paused. "Callen. I've sent word to our contacts in the capital. If something goes wrong, you won't be entirely without allies."

"The Ashen Oath has people in the capital?"

"We have people everywhere. Not all of them know they work for us." A faint smile crossed her scarred features. "Old habits from before the settlement. I never completely dismantled the network. Seemed unwise, given how quickly fortunes can change."

Callen clasped her forearm in the warrior's grip, feeling the strength in her scarred fingers. "Thank you."

"Come back alive. We've put too much work into this place to lose its founder now."

"And Lysara—" He hesitated, then continued. "If the legitimacy push moves forward while we're gone, the formal chain of command, the uniforms—don't let them reshape the Oath into something it's not."

"Worried I'll let some Kingdom functionary tell me how to run a settlement?" Her jaw set, and for a moment the mask of neutrality cracked. "I've been at war since I was sixteen years old, Callen. I know how to hold a line. It's the peace I'm still learning." She met his eyes with something that might have been vulnerability, quickly masked. "But I'll hold this one too. Go."

He was turning away when Nora's voice stopped him.

"Papa."

She stood at the edge of the gathered crowd, arms wrapped around herself despite the morning's warmth. Her usual heat had dimmed—she did that sometimes when upset, pulling her fire inward until she seemed almost cold. Beside her, Amara waited with an expression that suggested this had been pre-arranged.

Callen crossed to his daughter. "I thought we said our goodbyes last night."

"We did." Nora's chin lifted—the stubborn angle he knew so well, had seen a thousand times when she'd decided something and refused to be moved. "But I wanted to give you something first."

She reached into the small pouch at her belt and withdrew a braided cord no longer than his finger. Three strands of different materials woven together—metal, cloth, and something that glowed faintly with inner light, like captured starshine.

"I made it," she said, her voice small but steady. "Metal from your forge, thread from Mother's healing kit, and..." She hesitated. "Fire-glass from my first controlled flame. Elder Shendra helped me shape it."

Callen took the cord carefully. It was warm in his hand, pulsing slightly with contained energy. Through the drift, he could feel its resonance—pieces of home bound together by his daughter's will. Metal for strength, cloth for healing, fire for warmth. His forge, Amara's tools, Nora's power.

"It's an anchor," Nora explained. "Like the ones in the old books Finch showed me. Elder Shendra says a true anchor needs past, present, and future—the forge metal is your past, Mother's thread is our present, and the fire-glass is... what's coming. What we're building. It won't give you power or anything like that. But if you hold it, and I concentrate, I can find you. No matter how far away you are."

His throat tightened. The ancient Dragon Singers had created anchors for their bonded partners—physical objects that strengthened connection, that served as touchstones for power. Nora had made one for him. His nine-year-old daughter, working with materials and techniques that should have taken decades to master.

"Nora..."

"I know you said you'd be careful. I know you have Kyraleth." She looked up at him with eyes that held too much understanding, too much awareness of danger. "But this way, I can know you're okay. And you can know I'm here, waiting."

Callen knelt so their eyes were level. "I'll keep it with me always."

"Promise?"

"Promise."

She threw her arms around his neck, holding tight for a long moment. He felt her warmth returning, her fire kindling as emotion overcame control. When she pulled back, her eyes were bright but her voice was steady.

"Tell Grandfather I hope he gets what he deserves."

The words carried a weight beyond their years. Grandfather—Baron Selwyn. The man who had ordered the assassination of Nora's biological father, who had used the Evolution Institute to experiment on countless lives, who had hunted children with gifts and destroyed everything he touched in pursuit of power he could never truly claim. Nora had every right to her anger.

"I will," Callen said.

Before he could rise, Nora took his hand and tugged him toward the courtyard wall, where a blanket-lined alcove sheltered a single egg. She knelt beside it with the easy familiarity of a daily ritual—she'd been coming here every morning since they'd brought the egg down from the upper chamber, and every evening before sleep. The shell was the size of a large melon, amber-gold laced with hairline cracks that multiplied week by week. Nora placed both hands flat against it and spoke aloud, her voice carrying the matter-of-fact authority of a child addressing someone she trusted completely.

"Keep the fire warm. I'll need you to help me reach him."

The egg's response came stronger than Callen had felt before—not a single pulse but a sustained glow, amber deepening to molten gold through the web of cracks, warmth radiating outward until he could feel it through the drift like a second heartbeat beside his daughter's. Through that warmth he sensed Solara's awareness: alert, intent, already reaching along the anchor connection as if practicing a stretch she would need to hold across great distance. Not words. But readiness—fierce, focused, and far older in purpose than the tiny consciousness that carried it.

Nora smiled at whatever passed between them, then looked up at Callen with absolute certainty. "She'll help me find you if I need to. She's been practicing."

She said it the way she might have said Vera is helping me with my reading—simple fact, nothing remarkable. Then she stood, brushed her knees, and stepped back to let Amara through.

Amara joined them, placing a hand on Nora's shoulder. "We'll be back before you know it. Listen to Lysara, practice your control exercises, and try not to burn down anything important."

"Mother." But Nora smiled despite herself, a flicker of the child she still was beneath the weight she carried.

Callen rose, tucking the braided cord into the inner pocket of his traveling coat, close to his heart. He met Amara's eyes and saw his own complicated emotions reflected there—love, worry, the terrible weight of leaving their child behind.

She'll be safe, Kyraleth said. I've asked the bonded to watch over her. Especially little Seera—she hears much and speaks carefully.

Thank you.

Don't thank me yet. You haven't reached the capital.

The dragon's cynicism carried an undercurrent of genuine concern. Whatever waited for them in the Kingdom's heart, they would face it together—Callen on the ground, Kyraleth in the hills, their bond stretching across the miles.

Callen mounted his horse. Around him, the others did the same—Amara to his right, Kira behind them with Xyrsanthe hidden in her traveling cloak, Finch already muttering about optimal routes through the royal archives, Elhan and Minatha forming a quiet rearguard. Korvain brought up the rear, his mount steady beneath him, his expression set in the careful blankness of a man who had learned long ago not to show what he carried.

At the gate, he turned for one last look. Lysara stood with arm raised in farewell. Behind her, the Academy's buildings rose against the mountain slopes—stone and timber and hope made manifest. The students had gathered to watch them leave, young faces carrying expressions that ranged from curious to worried.

And Nora, standing apart, one hand raised and the other pressed against her heart.

Papa. Her voice touched his mind, faint but clear—the first time she'd managed direct mental communication without physical contact. The words came broken, fragmentary—be safe... love...—but the emotion behind them rang clear as a bell. The anchor was working, strengthening the connection, though clarity still required effort she hadn't yet mastered. She was still learning. But she was learning fast.

Always.

He turned his horse toward the western road, and left his daughter behind.

Lysara's first message reached them at the border crossing, two days out. Tucked beneath the gate stone at dawn — same location as before, different hand. Coarser paper, hurried script, ink blotted where the quill had pressed too hard. Beware the ones who claim ancient right. Not all who guard do so for the world's sake. Some guard only what they wish to control. The first message had announced watchers. This one named a motive. Together, they drew the outline of something Callen couldn't yet fill in — an organization that watched and guarded, but whose purposes might not align with the world's. He folded the paper into his coat and said nothing to the others. Not yet.

As the settlement fell away behind them and the western road opened into the valley proper, Korvain's horse broke stride. A small hitch—barely perceptible—but Callen's Nightshade awareness caught it. The Pyrin warrior had gone rigid in the saddle, one hand rising to the back of his neck where, beneath his collar, the corruption-modified scales sometimes surfaced in moments of stress. His fire guttered—a brief, visible flicker in the heat that always surrounded Pyrin blood, like a candle touched by a draft from an open door. His gaze had drifted north, toward the distant peaks they wouldn't cross for weeks yet, his expression empty in the particular way of a man listening to something he couldn't quite hear.

The moment passed. Korvain's hand dropped. His fire steadied. He urged his horse forward without a word, his face resuming its careful blankness.

Callen noted it and said nothing. Some burdens needed to be named; others needed to be carried in private until the carrier was ready. He would watch, though. That was what partners did.

A mile beyond the settlement's outer markers, where the road curved south around a granite shoulder and the valley opened to its full width, Callen's eye caught movement on the northern rim.

A figure stood on a rocky outcrop perhaps three hundred yards above the road—human-shaped, wrapped in pale furs that blended with the limestone behind it. Perfectly still. The Nightshade in Callen cataloged details with the automatic precision of a decade's training: height, posture, the deliberate positioning on a skyline where it could be seen from below but not from the settlement behind. This was not an accident. This was a message.

For one breath, the figure was perfectly clear against the pale morning sky—a silhouette of patience, of ancient watch, of something that had stood on ridgelines like this one long before the Academy existed.

Then Callen blinked, and the outcrop was bare stone.

He didn't reach for the drift. He didn't need to. The Nightshade knew the difference between imagination and observation, between a trick of light and a person who had chosen the exact moment to be seen and the exact moment to disappear.

They've been there since before your daughter was born, Kyraleth said through the bond. No alarm. No surprise. The calm, unsettled recognition of a dragon who had felt this presence on his cliff and chosen, until now, to hold the knowledge close. They simply chose to let you see them today.

Why today?

The dragon was quiet for a long moment. When his voice returned, it carried the deep harmonic weight of inherited memory—not clear knowledge, but the emotional residue of something his ancestors had known and felt and carried across generations.

Because today the Singer leaves the nest. And they want you to know—have always wanted you to know—that the road is watched. Not guarded. Not blocked. Watched.

Callen looked at the empty ridgeline one last time. The unsigned letter in archaic script. Helena's loaded glance at the mountain passes. Nora's sensing of disciplined presences. Shendra's generational lore of guardians who chose to remember. Kyraleth's ancestral impressions of something clean and old and patient. And now a figure in pale furs, standing in plain sight for exactly as long as it took to be certain he had seen.

Not a threat. Not a promise. An assessment—the feeling of being weighed by something that had been weighing things for a very long time.

He faced the road ahead. The capital waited, and with it the Baron's trial, the Kingdom's politics, the dangers they could name and the ones they couldn't. But the journey now carried more than he'd expected. Behind him, a daughter with fire in her blood and a dragonet practicing the reach. Beside him, companions with their own burdens and vulnerabilities. Above, a dragon partner who would shadow them through the hills. And somewhere in the mountains, old eyes that had watched the world change and were watching still.

The western road stretched before them, winding down through forested slopes toward the lowlands. Callen touched the anchor cord through his coat, felt its warmth against his chest, and rode on.


Chapter Four


THE CAPITAL



Eight days through mountain passes and lowland roads. Eight days of travel that Callen used to prepare himself for what awaited.

The journey itself proved uneventful—a small mercy. They passed through several villages that showed the scars of the Baron’s influence: burned buildings, wary faces, the hollow eyes of people who had lost too much. In Millford, an entire quarter had been razed, the ruins still standing as testament to what happened when the Evolution Institute’s collectors met resistance. The villagers said it had happened in the final weeks before the Baron’s capture—a desperate sweep for subjects as his forces sensed the noose tightening. In Thornbury, a makeshift memorial marked the place where three children had been taken, their gifts deemed valuable enough to justify kidnapping. That attack had come after the Baron’s fall, Finch noted grimly—evidence that the loyalist network continued operating, either under standing orders or on their own initiative. Not soldiers anymore, but watchers. Trackers. People who knew what to look for and how to find it.

Finch lingered at the memorial stone while the others paid their respects. The monument was rough-hewn granite, etched with the children’s names and ages in hasty script—the work of grieving parents, not masons. But it was the mark carved into the stone’s base that stopped him. A symbol, half-hidden by moss and rainwater: an eye within a circle of flame, bisected by a vertical line. Not Kingdom script. Not Pyrin. Nothing Finch recognized from the Baron’s network or the Ashen Oath’s coded languages.

“What is that?” Callen asked, watching the scholar drop to one knee and trace the carving with careful fingers.

“I don’t know.” Finch’s voice held the particular tension of a man confronted by something he should have seen before and hadn’t. He pulled a journal from his pack and sketched the symbol quickly—precise strokes capturing the proportions, the deliberate scoring of the lines. “It’s old symbology. Very old. The style predates the Kingdom’s standardized script by centuries, but the carving itself is fresh—months, not years.” He snapped the journal shut and rose, his expression troubled. “Someone marked this place. Someone who uses a language the Kingdom has forgotten.”

Callen noted each scar, filed away each story. The Baron’s trial would determine a single man’s fate, but the damage he’d done spread across the kingdom like plague.

In each village, he also felt the weight of what the Academy represented. Word of the settlement had spread through channels both underground and official. The place where gifted children could learn without fear. The place where a Dragon Singer—an actual Dragon Singer, thought extinct for generations—had rebuilt an ancient bond. Some looked at Callen with hope, seeing salvation from persecution. Others watched with fear, seeing only another kind of power in a world already too full of powerful men.

Both reactions brought their own dangers.

On the fourth evening, camped on a bluff above the lowland road, Callen saw the fire.

It was small—barely more than a spark on a ridge two miles east, visible only because the surrounding darkness was so complete. A campfire, where no campfire should be. The ridge offered no shelter, no water source, no reason for a traveler to stop. But it offered something else: a clear line of sight to their camp, their horses, the road ahead and behind.

Callen said nothing for several minutes. He watched the fire, letting his Nightshade training do what it had been built for—cataloging details, constructing the story behind the evidence. The loyalist network’s watchers were positioned in towns and inns, embedded in civilian infrastructure. They were merchants, innkeepers, farriers. They didn’t camp on ridges in the cold. They didn’t need to. Their strength was staying still and letting targets come to them.

This was different.

He found Elhan at the perimeter and pointed. The former Pyrin soldier studied the distant light, then shook his head slowly. “I noticed tracks this morning. Single rider, keeping to the treeline parallel to our route. The hoofprints were spaced for a walk—patient, unhurried. And they began before the last crossroads, which means whoever it is knew which fork we’d take before we took it.”

“Foreknowledge of our route,” Callen said quietly. “Not following. Paralleling.”

“Someone who was already in position before we left the mountains.”

Callen reached through the bond. Kyraleth. The ridge to the east.

The dragon’s response came with the weight of someone who had been waiting for the question. I have seen them, partner. A single figure, cloaked, moving with discipline. They have been paralleling us since the mountain passes—always at distance, always positioned where sight lines favor observation. When you slept on the second night, they did not. When you broke camp at dawn, they were already moving.

Since the mountain passes? That was six days. Six days of shadow-work that none of them had detected, and Callen had been looking.

Their drift signature is controlled, Kyraleth continued. Deliberately muted, the way a fire is banked but not extinguished. Not absence—restraint. Whoever they are, they have training in concealing their presence from drift-sensitive perception. And they are patient in a way that speaks of long practice.

Callen thought of the unsigned message that had arrived at the Academy the same day as Wren’s letter—the single line in archaic script on paper that had crumbled after reading. The watchers in the mountains have turned their eyes south. He’d filed it away as cryptic noise, one more thread in a web of intelligence he couldn’t fully parse. Now he felt its weight differently.

“This isn’t the loyalist network,” he told Elhan. “The Baron’s people are sloppy—merchants asking obvious questions at inns, information sold for coin. This watcher hasn’t been seen in six days, hasn’t interacted with a single civilian, hasn’t left a trace except for hoofprints that only a trained tracker would notice.” He paused, tasting the words before speaking them. “This is professional. Patient. Disciplined in a way that makes the loyalists look like children playing at espionage.”

“Someone else, then.” Elhan’s voice was carefully neutral—the voice of a soldier who understood that an unknown threat was worse than a known one. “Who?”

“I don’t know. But they want us to know they’re there.” He looked at the fire on the ridge again—that deliberate point of light in all that darkness. “That fire isn’t a mistake. It’s a message.”

A bold message, Kyraleth observed. They could have remained invisible. They chose to announce themselves instead. In my experience, those who reveal their presence when concealment is within their power are making a statement about capability—not issuing a threat, but demonstrating that the threat exists.

Comforting.

I did not intend comfort. I intended accuracy.

Callen watched the fire until it went out—extinguished cleanly, all at once, the way someone trained to fieldcraft would do it. No lingering embers, no slow fade. One moment light, the next darkness.

“Double the watch,” he told Elhan. “And keep this between us for now. No point in alarming everyone until we understand what we’re dealing with.”

But sleep came harder that night, and when it did, his dreams were edged with the sensation of being observed by eyes that were ancient, and patient, and not yet certain of their judgment.

On the fifth evening, Minatha paused at the threshold of their inn, her hand pressing against the doorframe in that way Callen had come to recognize.

“Someone asked about us here,” she said quietly. “Yesterday, perhaps the day before. The drift carries the impression—faint, but...” Her eyes unfocused, reading impressions only she could perceive. “A man in merchant’s clothing. He described us accurately—numbers, direction of travel. Asked the innkeeper to send word if we stopped.”

“Send word where?” Callen asked.

“East. Toward the capital.” Minatha opened her eyes, her face pale with effort. “The innkeeper refused. Lied, said he hadn’t seen anyone matching our description. But he was frightened.”

“The loyalist network,” Elhan said. “Still tracking us.”

“Not tracking,” Callen corrected, understanding settling into place. “Reporting. They’re not following us—they’re positioned along the routes, watching who passes, selling the information to whoever’s buying. By the time we reach the capital, interested parties will know exactly when we’re arriving.”

Two surveillance layers, then. The loyalist network—clumsy, commercial, embedded in the infrastructure of inns and crossroads. And the other presence: the silent rider on the ridge, still out there, still paralleling them through terrain that should have made such shadow-work impossible. One was a net. The other was a blade. And Callen did not yet know which hand held it.

Finch used the travel time to brief them on what he knew of the capital’s politics. The scholar had contacts everywhere—collectors, archivists, anyone who trafficked in old knowledge—and through them had assembled a picture of the trial’s larger context.

“The Lord Regent’s council is divided into factions,” he explained on the sixth evening, firelight dancing across his eager features as he spread notes across his lap. “Those who supported Theron’s assumption of power see the trial as validation—proof that the old corruption is being cleaned away. Those who opposed him see it as theater, a spectacle to distract from Theron’s own vulnerabilities.”

“And the third faction?” Callen asked.

Finch raised an eyebrow. “You’ve been paying attention.”

“I’ve been listening to you for five days. Some of it was bound to sink in.”

“The third faction is harder to define. They don’t openly support or oppose anyone—they simply wait, watching for advantage. Noble houses that survived the Baron’s fall without being implicated in his crimes. Merchants who profited from the Evolution Institute’s work without appearing in its records. People who want to know which way the wind will blow before they commit.”

“And the trial?”

“The trial is as much performance as justice.” Finch’s expression turned serious. “The Baron’s guilt isn’t in question. Everyone knows what he did. The question is what happens after—who inherits his lands, his resources, his secrets.”

“His secrets?” Kira’s voice was quiet. She sat apart from the fire, as she often did—close enough to hear, distant enough to maintain the separation that was her habit and her armor. Xyrsanthe dozed in her lap, the dragonet’s scales catching firelight. “The Baron funded my father’s work. Stark’s experiments, the Evolution Institute—the Baron provided the resources, the political cover. Whatever research survived Stark’s death and the Institute’s closure, the Baron knows where it went.”

“The Evolution Institute’s research. The Baron wasn’t working alone, and he wasn’t funding everything himself. Noble houses had their fingers in that particular pie—houses that would prefer their involvement stay hidden.” Finch spread his hands. “The trial will reveal connections that certain parties would prefer stayed buried. That makes it dangerous for everyone involved.”

Callen absorbed this in silence. He’d known the politics would be complicated. He hadn’t considered that others might see the trial as a threat to be managed rather than a proceeding to be witnessed.

“What about the archives?” Amara asked. “You mentioned communications between the capital and the northern mountains—diplomatic protocols that shouldn’t exist anymore. If Dragon Singers are returning to public notice, if what we found in Valengrim’s sanctuary is real, there must be records. Someone in the capital has been keeping track of things the Kingdom officially considers extinct.”

Finch’s expression flickered—surprise, then something harder to read. “There are references in the texts I’ve studied. Recent references, within the last decade. Communications using old Dragon Singer diplomatic seals—protocols that were supposedly destroyed during the purges. Someone has been corresponding with authorities in the northern territories, and whoever it is has access to knowledge that should have been lost centuries ago.”

“You think the old institutions are still active?”

“I think something is still active that uses their protocols and their methods. Whether it’s actually a surviving fragment of the Dragon Singer hierarchy, or someone using that authority for other purposes...” Finch shrugged. “That’s one of the questions I hope the capital archives can answer.”

On the eighth day, they crested a ridge and saw the capital spread below them.

Aldermere.

Callen had been here before—twice, in very different lives. Years ago, when the Black Veil’s network reached into every corner of the kingdom, he had walked these streets in shadow. Had killed in them, more than once. Had learned their secrets—the hidden passages, the noble houses, the places where power concentrated and dispersed. The capital had been a hunting ground, rich with targets and thick with danger.

And then, months ago, he’d returned under Theron’s escort—still Lord Vanish’s envoy then—and watched the city reveal its true face. Had stood in the throne room while the Lord Regent burned. Had fled through tunnels beneath the streets while Baron Selwyn seized power and turned the Kingdom’s machinery against everything Callen had built. He’d last seen Aldermere from the back of a merchant wagon, slipping through the eastern gate while smoke rose from the western district and the Baron’s black banners unfurled from the palace towers.

Now, approaching for a third time with companions at his side and the Baron in chains rather than on the throne, the city seemed both familiar and utterly foreign.

It sprawled across a valley, visible first as a haze—smoke from countless chimneys blurring the edges of buildings, making the whole place look like a living thing. The great palace rose from the city’s heart like a mountain of carved stone, its towers reaching skyward. Even from this distance, Callen could see that the banners had changed again—Theron’s purple and silver flying where the Baron’s black flags had hung, the Kingdom’s colors restored to their traditional place on the highest tower.

The city’s walls had been rebuilt so many times that scholars argued which stones were original. The oldest fortifications surrounded the palace—massive constructions of iron and stone that had stood for centuries, their surfaces still bearing burn marks that someone had painted over. No dragon had attacked the capital in living memory, yet the scorch patterns existed, evidence of something the Kingdom preferred to forget. Beyond the palace walls, the city’s districts radiated outward—grand architecture giving way to market squares, then warehouses and working-class tenements as one moved toward the edges. Streets grew progressively wider and more elaborate as they approached the palace, designed for ceremony and display.

“It’s bigger than I imagined,” Minatha said softly. The young Pyrin woman had been quiet throughout the journey, but her eyes missed nothing.

“The largest city in the eastern territories,” Finch supplied. “Dense enough to sustain riots, organized resistance, and military occupation all at once—as we saw firsthand.” His voice carried the particular weight of someone who remembered fleeing through these streets. “And beneath it all, tunnels. Old mining passages, abandoned when the veins ran dry. Partially collapsed in an earthquake fifty years ago, but still passable if you know the way. Theron’s family kept private maps—his grandfather was master of sewers before they rose to nobility.”

“Tunnels we used to escape,” Kira said flatly. “I mapped the servant passages from my father’s old palace plans. They connect to the cisterns and storm drains that lead to the river.”

“And this time?”

“This time we walk through the front gate.” Finch almost smiled. “Progress, of a sort.”

Callen said nothing. He was looking at the eastern edge of the city, where a compound of black stone and iron squatted like a scar—the Evolution Institute, or what remained of it. Theron had formally disbanded it, banned its practices. But the building still stood, and through the drift, even at this distance, Callen could feel it: a discord in reality’s song, the lingering wrongness of what had been done there.

And beneath that wrongness, something else.

Callen extended his drift sense further, pushing past the Institute’s familiar sourness, past the hum of a hundred thousand lives compressed into stone and timber, past the ambient noise of a city that had stood for centuries and accumulated the resonance of every joy and atrocity within its walls. Beneath all of it—beneath the streets, the foundations, the ancient mining tunnels and collapsed shafts—he felt a pulse. Deep. Slow. Rhythmic in a way that had nothing to do with the city above. Almost organic, like something breathing in its sleep. Not the sharp discord of the Institute’s corruption, but something older, vaster, a presence so deeply embedded in the bones of the earth that the city had been built atop it without ever knowing. Each pulse sent a low vibration through the drift that set Callen’s teeth on edge—not painful, but wrong, the way a note played slightly flat was wrong. A sound the body recognized as a violation before the mind could name it.

Kyraleth’s alarm cut through the bond like a blade—sharper than Callen had felt from the dragon in months, carrying an urgency that had nothing to do with physical danger and everything to do with ancestral recognition.

There is something buried here that remembers what it was. Be cautious, partner.

You feel it too?

From the hills, I feel it more clearly than you do. It is not the corruption we faced in the north—not precisely. But it carries the same quality of patience. Whatever sleeps beneath this city has been sleeping for a very long time, and it is not entirely asleep.

Callen filed the sensation away alongside Nora’s dreams—the darkness moving beneath the capital, the something old that knew he was coming. Two sources now, sensing the same wrongness. That made it real in a way that was harder to dismiss.

Amara moved her horse closer to Callen’s. “You’ve gone quiet.”

“Memories.”

She didn’t press. After their years together—running, fighting, building something new—she knew when to give him space. Knew that the man who rode beside her had once been something else entirely, something that had walked these streets with blood on his hands and darkness in his heart. And knew, too, that the last time they’d been here together, they’d barely escaped alive.


Chapter Five


THE STREETS OF ALDERMERE



They entered through the eastern gate, presenting Theron’s seal to guards who examined it with professional thoroughness before waving them through. The guards wore the Lord Regent’s colors—purple and silver—but their armor bore older insignia beneath fresh paint. Kingdom soldiers, reassigned from border duties to city watch. The capital was on edge, then. A city preparing for trouble, even if the nature of that trouble remained undefined.

The streets beyond were crowded with midday traffic—merchants hawking wares, laborers hauling carts, nobles in carried chairs that forced everyone else to step aside. Children darted between legs and cart wheels, quick and dirty, the eternal underclass of any city. The smell hit Callen first: humanity compressed into too little space, leavened with cooking smoke, river water, and the indefinable scent of concentrated power.

He’d forgotten how loud Aldermere was. Or perhaps his months in the settlement had simply recalibrated his sense of normal. The mountain quiet, the sound of wind through pine, the calls of birds and the distant rumble of dragon wingbeats—that had become his world. This cacophony of human ambition felt alien, almost hostile.

Town criers stood on every corner, their practiced voices carrying news with the efficiency of an old system. Callen caught fragments as they rode past—the Baron’s trial, trade agreements, a festival commemorating the Lord Regent’s ascension. The Kingdom’s machinery grinding forward, turning chaos into order through sheer institutional momentum.

Are you well? Kyraleth’s concern brushed against his mind from miles away, the bond stretching but holding firm.

Well enough. Just... remembering.

Memory is a blade. It cuts both ways.

As they passed through the market district, Callen noticed a man in merchant’s clothing who’d been shadowing them since the gate. Not following aggressively—maintaining distance, making no move to approach—but his path matched theirs too precisely for coincidence.

“I see him,” Elhan murmured when Callen caught his eye.

“Loyalist network?” Amara asked quietly.

“Or someone who bought information from them.” Callen kept his pace steady, giving no indication he’d noticed. “By tonight, interested parties in the capital will know exactly where we’re staying, how many we are, which routes we took through the city.”

“We’re being tracked before we’ve even arrived.”

“That’s the network’s value. Not what it can do, but what it knows. What it sells to anyone with coin and interest.”

Theron had arranged accommodations in the palace’s guest wing. Practical, Callen supposed—it kept them close to the trial proceedings and demonstrated Kingdom hospitality. It also made them extremely easy to observe.

The quarters were comfortable enough. A suite of connected rooms surrounding a small common area, with windows overlooking a formal garden. Callen swept it with his drift sense before allowing anyone to settle—checking for hidden passages, listening devices, anything that suggested surveillance beyond the obvious.

He found three concealed observation points: one behind a false wall in the bathing chamber, one in the ceiling above the common area, one worked into the decorative metalwork around the main window. Professional work, designed to be undetectable by ordinary senses.

The fourth was different.

He almost missed it. The first three had the feel of palace infrastructure—old installations, probably decades in place, maintained by whatever intelligence apparatus served the throne. Standard work for a government that had always watched its guests. But the fourth was in the doorframe of the common area, concealed within a decorative carved molding that had been recently disturbed. The wood showed faint tool marks where someone had hollowed a space, inserted a listening tube of thin metal, and resealed the surface with wood filler and fresh lacquer. The lacquer was slightly lighter than the aged finish surrounding it—a difference invisible to the eye but obvious to drift sense, where new material sang with a brighter, sharper resonance than old.

What made Callen’s blood go cold was the technique. The installation method—the specific angle of the listening tube, the way the metal had been tempered to resonate sympathetically with spoken vibrations, the precise choice of concealment within decorative woodwork—was Black Veil tradecraft. Not similar to it. Not inspired by it. Identical. The same method he’d been taught during his second year of training, refined by a century of assassins who needed to hear conversations through walls without being detected.

Someone with Veil training had been inside these rooms. Recently. And not someone from the palace’s existing surveillance apparatus—this was improvised, added on top of the older systems, as if the person who installed it didn’t trust the palace’s own listeners to share what they heard.

The Baron’s network. Not just watching from outside. Embedded within.

“Well?” Amara asked when he finished.

“Three observation points that I found. A fourth, newer than the others—installed within the last few weeks by someone who knows their craft. Which probably means there are more I didn’t.”

“Assume everything is watched,” Elhan advised. “Act accordingly.”

Sound counsel. Callen would follow it.

A man approached during a lull—tall, mid-forties, walking with a slight hitch in his right leg that he tried to disguise with careful posture. Lord Harwick introduced himself with the practiced courtesy of minor nobility, but his eyes kept drifting to Kira's collar where Xyrsanthe's scales occasionally caught the light.

"I was told your Academy works with those who were… touched by the Institute's research," Harwick said, pitching his voice beneath the surrounding conversation. "I volunteered fifteen years ago. A patriotic enhancement program, they called it. Three weeks of injections. They said the effects would be temporary." His hand moved unconsciously to his own collar—buttoned high, Callen noticed, higher than fashion required. "They weren't."

Through the drift, Callen caught it: the faintest shimmer of wrongness clinging to Harwick's skin. A residue he recognized from the Evolution Institute's survivors. Old, dormant, but present—like embers banked beneath ash.

"Come to the Academy when this is over," Callen said. "We may be able to help."

Harwick's expression shifted—hope surfacing through years of careful concealment, then submerging again. "I may take you up on that."

Before they settled fully, Callen reached through the anchor for Nora. The braided cord of metal and fire-glass at his chest warmed at his touch, and the connection opened more quickly than he expected—clearer, steadier, as if something on Nora’s end was actively holding the channel wide. What he couldn't dismiss was the clarity itself. Weeks ago, Nora's sending had dissolved before arriving — fragments, impressions, warmth without language. Now her presence reached across hundreds of miles as cleanly as if she stood in the next room. Something had changed. Not just practice, not just the anchor's resonance. The growth was too fast, too precise to be natural development. Something was amplifying her — or someone.

Through the link he felt his daughter’s warmth, her fierce concentration, the particular quality of attention that meant she was monitoring the Academy’s defenses even as she sensed his reach. But beneath Nora’s familiar presence, he caught something else: a flicker of consciousness that was not his daughter’s. Younger. Fiercer. Curious in a way that felt like being studied through a lens of fire. It was there for only a moment—a watchful intelligence examining the connection itself, tasting the distance between father and daughter with an analyst’s precision—before it withdrew behind Nora’s warmth like an ember settling back into coals.

Callen dismissed it as drift distortion. The capital’s ambient wrongness, the distance, the stress of arrival—any of these could color a connection with phantom impressions. And yet the flicker had felt deliberate. Intentional. As if whatever watched through the anchor had chosen to let him feel it, and then chosen to stop.

Nora is well, Kyraleth confirmed from the hills. And not alone, though I suspect she does not fully understand in what way.
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Lord Regent Theron received them that afternoon in a salon designed to impress without intimidating. Tapestries depicting Kingdom history covered the walls—battles won, treaties signed, the formal pageantry of accumulated power. Callen noted that several depicted dragon hunts, humans in armor bringing down great beasts with spears and coordinated attacks. A reminder of who had won the old wars, perhaps. Or simply decoration that no one had thought to change.

The furniture struck a careful balance between functional and luxurious: comfortable enough for extended meetings, costly enough to remind visitors of the wealth behind it. Theron himself sat in a chair that was almost—but not quite—a throne.

Callen had last seen him in the chaos of the Crystal Grove’s aftermath—disheveled, ash-stained, a man whose carefully maintained composure had finally cracked under the weight of everything he’d sacrificed. The Theron who greeted them now had been rebuilt. The prematurely gray hair was immaculately groomed. The bearing was so perfectly noble that even the slight asymmetry of his posture—favoring his left side, an injury Callen hadn’t noticed before—seemed intentional. His eyes, as always, missed nothing.

But Callen knew what lay beneath the performance. He’d seen Theron in an alley with ash on his uniform, voice breaking as he pressed a silk-wrapped lock of his daughter’s hair into Callen’s hands. Had watched the man walk back into a palace full of people who wanted him dead, each step costing him everything, his spine never bending. That knowledge changed how Callen read the careful calibration of every word and gesture. Theron wasn’t merely performing authority—he was holding together a kingdom through sheer force of political will, and the tension in his shoulders said the effort was costing him.

The man who had pressed his daughter’s hair into Callen’s hands with shaking fingers was the same man who now measured their delegation’s usefulness with every calibrated word. Callen had stopped trying to separate the two. With Theron, the father and the politician were fused so completely that even Theron might not know where one ended and the other began.

“Master Nasinth.” Theron rose to greet them with a smile that touched his eyes but didn’t quite reach whatever lay behind them. “I’m pleased you accepted the council’s invitation. Your testimony will be invaluable in establishing the full scope of the Baron’s crimes.”

Invitation, Callen noted silently. Not summons. The careful word choice of a man whose every phrase was calibrated for maximum effect with minimum commitment. Callen had heard him use the same technique at the settlement—“invitation” rather than “summons,” “regrettable misunderstandings” rather than “executions.”

“The Academy exists under Kingdom law,” he replied with equal care. “We have every interest in seeing that law properly administered.”

“Indeed.” Theron’s gaze moved across the group, pausing briefly on each face. Cataloging. Assessing. When his eyes reached Kira, they lingered a moment longer. “And you must be the young woman who turned against Commander Stark. I understand testifying about one’s own father requires considerable courage—particularly when his crimes are as well-documented as Stark’s.”

Kira’s expression remained neutral, giving away nothing. The faint shimmer of scales along her jaw—visible only if you knew to look—was the sole indication that the words had landed. “My father chose power over everything else. His crimes require consequences. I intend to see they receive them.”

“Admirable.” Theron returned his attention to Callen. “I’ve had quarters prepared, and my staff is at your disposal. The trial begins in three days. Until then, please consider yourselves honored guests. The palace grounds are open to you, as are the public areas of the city.”

A slight pause. A carefully constructed hesitation that drew attention to what followed.

“I would only caution against venturing into certain districts after dark. The capital has changed since the Baron’s influence was revealed, and not all changes have been peaceful.”

The warning carried layers. On the surface, simple concern for their safety. Beneath that, an admission that the city was unstable, that the Lord Regent’s control didn’t extend everywhere. And beneath even that, perhaps, a hint that certain dangers might be more personal than political.

“You should understand the political landscape before the trial begins,” Theron continued, his tone shifting to something more clipped—the briefing voice. “Three factions will be watching your every word. House Morrow leads the victims’ coalition—families who lost children to the Institute. They want the Baron executed and every scrap of his research destroyed. Their grief is genuine and their anger is dangerous.” He paused. “Lady Vesren leads a second coalition—houses that funded the Institute or profited from its work. They want the research preserved, ideally under their management. Vesren’s house supplied materials to the Institute for years; some of those houses actively recruited test subjects from their own territories. They’re not mourning—they’re calculating exposure.”

“And you?” Callen asked. “I hold the center. Stability above all. Which means I need the trial to produce a verdict that satisfies enough of both sides to prevent open conflict.” Theron’s smile was thin. “Welcome to the capital.”

As they rose to leave, a servant entered with a message for Theron. The Lord Regent’s expression flickered—just for an instant—before he composed himself. But Callen caught the direction of his glance: toward the oldest tapestry in the room, one that Finch had paused to study on their way in. It depicted seven figures—human and dragon alike—arranged in a circle around a central flame. An image of the ancient partnership between Dragon Singers and dragons, from an age before the purges had erased that history from official record. The kind of image that should have been destroyed centuries ago, yet here it hung in the Lord Regent’s private salon.

“Forgive me,” Theron said, his voice carefully neutral. “A minor matter requiring attention.”

But his hand, Callen noticed, had tightened on the arm of his chair. And when he looked back at the tapestry, there was something in his eyes that might have been recognition. Or fear.
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After they’d been escorted out, Callen gathered the group in their quarters.

“Impressions?”

“He’s worried about something,” Amara said immediately. “Did you notice how he held himself? Shoulders tight, weight forward. A man expecting trouble.”

“The message,” Kira added. “He looked at that tapestry—the one showing the old partnership, humans and dragons together—before he read it. As if he expected the two to be connected.”

“If there’s active communication involving the old Dragon Singer protocols Finch mentioned...” Amara began.

Finch’s eyes widened. “If those archives confirm what I suspect—that someone in the capital has been maintaining contact with surviving elements of the Dragon Singer tradition—it changes everything about the political landscape.”

“We don’t know that,” Callen cautioned. “We know he received a message and glanced at a tapestry. Nothing more.” But the possibility lodged in his mind, adding another thread to an already tangled web.

“The trial,” Finch continued, recovering his composure. “If what I’ve heard is accurate, revelations about noble involvement could destabilize half the council.”

“Maybe.” Callen moved to the window, looking out over the formal garden without really seeing it. The flowers were beautiful—carefully cultivated blooms in patterns that probably meant something to someone who understood noble aesthetics. All he saw was open ground, limited cover, multiple sight lines from the surrounding buildings. “Maybe something else.”

Kira settled into a chair, Xyrsanthe emerging from her cloak to curl in her lap. The dragonet’s scales caught the afternoon light, shifting from silver to gold as she moved. “The Baron has had three months in Kingdom custody. Three months to talk, to bargain, to reveal whatever he thinks might save him. He funded my father’s work—the Evolution Institute, the experiments on children, all of it. If the Baron has information that threatens the noble houses who backed him, they won’t want it spoken in open court.”

“You think someone might try to silence him?” Elhan asked.

“I think someone might try to silence all of us.”

The words hung in the air. Callen let them settle before responding.

“Then we don’t give them the opportunity. We stay together, stay alert, and trust no one outside this room.” He looked at each of them in turn. “Whatever happens at the trial, whatever we learn, our first priority is getting everyone home safely. Agreed?”

Nods around the room. Even Finch, whose usual focus on research tended to override practical concerns, seemed to understand the gravity of the situation.

“Good. Now get some rest. The next few weeks are going to be difficult.”
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Callen couldn’t sleep.

The bed was comfortable enough—better than anything at the settlement, with linens that spoke of wealth he’d never possessed. But his mind refused to quiet. Memories kept surfacing, triggered by familiar streets glimpsed through the window, by the specific quality of sound that only the capital possessed.

He lay in darkness, listening to the city breathe. Distant voices. Cart wheels on cobblestone. The occasional bark of a watchman’s dog. Sounds that had once been a hunter’s guide, telling him where to move and when, where danger waited and where safety lay.

He’d killed a man two blocks from here. A merchant who’d been selling information to the wrong people. The Black Veil had sent him alone—young then, still proving himself, eager to show he could complete contracts without supervision. He’d waited three days, learning the merchant’s patterns, identifying the optimal moment. The kill had been clean. Professional. The merchant had died without ever knowing the Nightshade was there.

Three streets north, in an alley that probably still existed, he’d disposed of evidence from another job. Clothing soaked with blood from a noblewoman whose only crime had been witnessing something she shouldn’t have. The Nightshade hadn’t asked questions about contracts. Hadn’t considered whether the targets deserved their fates. Death had been simply a service, performed with skill and compensated with coin.

The capital was a map of his sins, and walking its streets meant navigating memory as much as geography.

After an hour of staring at the ceiling, he rose and dressed in simple dark clothing—habit from another life. Amara stirred as he moved.

“Where are you going?”

“Just walking. I need to think.”

She studied him in the dim light, her healer’s eyes reading things he’d rather keep hidden. “Be careful.”

“I will.”

The palace corridors were quiet at this hour, guards stationed at intervals but otherwise empty. Callen moved through them with the unconscious stealth that years of training had burned into his muscles, avoiding sight lines, choosing routes that minimized observation.

He’d learned the palace’s layout during their last visit—not thoroughly, but enough. Kira had mapped the hidden servant passages from the Baron’s old plans, and they’d used them to escape when Vanish was killed and the city erupted. Now, in peacetime, those same passages sat quiet behind their false walls. Callen found the entrance near the kitchens—a section of stone that looked solid but swung inward at the right pressure point—and followed the narrow corridor to a service door that opened onto an alley behind the palace grounds.

From there, shadow-wrapped streets carried him into the city proper. The capital at night wore a different face than during the day—darker, quieter, but not dead. Taverns spilled light and noise onto cobblestones. Night workers moved between tasks. The underclass emerged from whatever holes they occupied during daylight, claiming the streets for their own purposes.

Callen moved among them like a ghost, remembered skills keeping him invisible. He told himself he was scouting. Learning the current lay of the land, identifying exits and bolt-holes they might need if things went wrong.

It was true, as far as it went.

But his feet knew where they were taking him.

The Black Veil safe house occupied the second floor of a building that had once been a chandler’s shop. The ground level now held a seamstress’s workshop, closed and dark at this hour. The exterior stairs leading up hadn’t been maintained—rust spotted the iron railing, and several steps showed rot that made them groan beneath his weight.

Callen climbed them anyway.

The door was unlocked. Inside, dust covered everything in a uniform gray layer. The furniture remained—two chairs, a table, a cot against the far wall. Safe houses were never comfortable, just functional. A place to wait between contracts, to clean weapons, to become invisible until the next job called.

He stood in the center of the room, breathing air that tasted of abandonment and old blood. Memories pressed against him, thick as the dust. He’d slept here a dozen times at least, recovering from jobs or preparing for new ones. Had sharpened blades at that table. Had sat in that chair, reading contract details by candlelight.

The man who’d done those things felt like a stranger now. A character from a story he’d heard rather than a life he’d lived.

And yet the memories remained, indelible. You could change what you did. You couldn’t change what you’d done.

The message on the wall drew his eye.

Fresh scratches in the plaster, cutting through the dust. Words that hadn’t been there years ago, when he’d last used this place.

THE NIGHTSHADE LIVES. WE REMEMBER.

Beneath the words, barely visible in the dim light filtering through the grimy window, someone had scratched a small symbol: a curved blade bisecting a closed eye. The Veil’s mark—the sign operatives left to confirm a message was genuine, not a trap set by outsiders. Callen knew the handwriting too, or rather the lettering style. Every Veil assassin learned to scratch messages the same way, uniform strokes that couldn’t be traced to any individual hand. This was authentic. Someone who had trained as he had trained, killed as he had killed, was still out there.

Callen stared at the words for a long moment. His hand had moved to his sword hilt without conscious thought—old reflexes, never fully dormant.

The Black Veil had been destroyed. Stark’s death had broken the organization, scattered its members, ended its contracts. That had been the report, confirmed by multiple sources. The Nightshade had died with the rest, one more shadow dissolved by daylight.

Except shadows didn’t truly die. They just waited for darkness to return.

He turned and left, moving faster now, checking corners and shadows with renewed intensity. The streets that had felt navigable now seemed threatening, every alcove potentially occupied, every rooftop potentially watched.

Callen. Kyraleth’s voice touched his mind from miles away, carrying urgency. Something is wrong. Your heart races.

A message. From the Black Veil, or what remains of them. He thought of the symbol scratched beneath the words, the unmistakable mark of his former brotherhood. It’s genuine. Someone from my past knows I’m here.

Threat?

I don’t know yet.

He made his way back to the palace by a different route, doubling back twice to ensure he wasn’t followed. The service entrance accepted him without incident. The corridors remained quiet.

In his quarters, Amara waited in the chair by the window. She hadn’t slept either, it seemed.

“You found something,” she said. Not a question.

“A message.” He told her about the safe house, about the words scratched into the wall. “And the Veil’s authentication mark beneath it. Whoever left this wasn’t pretending—they were trained the same way I was.”

“The Black Veil was destroyed,” Amara said when he finished. “You told me that yourself. Stark’s death broke the organization.”

“I thought it did.” Callen moved to the window, looking out at the sleeping city. Somewhere out there, someone knew who he’d been. Knew he was here. Was watching, waiting, for purposes he couldn’t yet determine. “Apparently I was wrong.”

“What do we do?”

“Nothing, for now. Whoever left that message wanted me to know they’re watching. Reacting plays into their hands.” He turned to face her. “But we should warn the others. And from now on, no one goes anywhere alone.”

Amara nodded slowly. “Three days until the trial begins.”

“Three days.” Callen felt the weight of the words. Three days until he’d stand before the Kingdom’s highest court and testify against a man whose crimes had shaped his life. Three days until old secrets started spilling into the light.

Three days for someone who remembered the Nightshade to decide what to do about it.

Rest if you can, Kyraleth advised. The coming days will demand everything you have.

I know.

But sleep, when it finally came, was filled with dreams of scales spreading across skin, and dragons locked in combat across a storm-dark sky. And beneath it all, something stirring in the old mining tunnels beneath the city—in passages that reeked of centuries of decay, where veins had run dry and earthquakes had collapsed the deeper shafts—waiting, patient, for him to arrive.


Chapter Six


WHISPERS AND WARNINGS



The reception hall glittered with the accumulated wealth of a dozen noble houses.

Callen stood near the western wall, a cup of wine untouched in his hand, watching the capital's elite circle each other like sharks scenting blood. Crystal chandeliers hung from the vaulted ceiling, each one bearing a hundred candles whose flames cast fractured light across silk gowns and embroidered doublets. The crystals themselves were drift-touched—he could feel the faint hum of preserved energy within them, keeping the flames steady despite the constant movement of air from so many bodies in motion. Servants in matching livery of deep blue and silver moved through the crowd with practiced invisibility, refreshing drinks and clearing plates without ever meeting anyone's eyes.

The air hung thick with competing perfumes—rose water and sandalwood, lavender and something sharper that might have been imported from the eastern kingdoms. Beneath the floral notes lurked undertones of roasted meat from the banquet tables along the far wall, where whole pheasants glistened with honey glaze and platters of carved venison steamed gently in the candlelight. The smell should have been appetizing. Instead, it reminded Callen of other gatherings, other crowds—the Black Veil's rare celebrations after particularly profitable contracts, where wine flowed freely and no one mentioned the blood that had paid for it.

He'd dressed for the occasion—formal clothes that Amara had insisted on packing, dark fabric cut in a style that wouldn't draw attention. The goal was to observe, not to be observed. To learn the shape of the political landscape before the trial forced them onto it.

Three days until he would stand before the Kingdom's highest court. Three days to understand who wanted what, and why.

You look uncomfortable, Kyraleth observed from his position in the hills north of the city. The dragon's amusement colored their bond like warm honey. Like a wolf forced to wear sheep's clothing.

I am uncomfortable. These people speak in codes I barely remember.

Then listen harder. The stones of men reveal their secrets to those with patience.

Easy for a dragon to say. Kyraleth could wait centuries for answers. Callen had three days.

The reception had been Lord Theron's idea—an opportunity for the trial's key witnesses to meet the council members who would judge the Baron's fate. Officially, it was a gesture of hospitality. Unofficially, it was a display case, letting the powerful examine the pieces before the game began.

Callen mapped the room's natural clustering, reading alliances in the geography of bodies. Lord Theron held court near the eastern alcove, surrounded by nobles whose postures spoke of alignment—leaning toward him when he spoke, positioning themselves where he could see their attentive faces.

"He needs the Academy to succeed," Finch had explained during their journey. "His daughter is there—Elainak, thirteen years old, manifesting fire abilities that would have gotten her killed or dragged to the Evolution Institute under the old regime. Everything Theron has done since taking the regency—disbanding the Institute, recognizing the Academy, summoning the Baron for trial—flows from two imperatives: stabilize the Kingdom, and keep his daughter safe. Our existence validates both. We're proof that the old corruption is being replaced by something better, and proof that gifted children can learn control rather than be destroyed by their own power. As long as we thrive, his most personal decision is justified."

The western side told a different story. A faction clustered there, keeping careful distance from Theron, their conversations pitched low and their glances sharp. At its center sat a woman in deep crimson—Lady Vesren, Finch had named her, watching the room with the patience of a spider in her web. As Callen observed, one of her attendants slipped away to intercept a servant carrying messages, spoke briefly, and returned with a folded paper that Vesren read without changing expression before passing it to Lord Hadrian of House Crest at her side.

Information flowing. Positions coordinating. Whatever the Baron's network had become, someone was using similar techniques.

Between these poles drifted the uncommitted—nobles who moved between groups like currents between shores, waiting to see which way power would flow before casting their lot.

Callen had positioned himself where he could watch most of the room while keeping his back to solid stone. The wall behind him was cold even through his formal jacket—old stone that had absorbed centuries of winter chill and never quite released it. Old habits guided him still. The Nightshade had never liked crowds—too many variables, too many potential threats. The man he'd become understood the necessity, but comfort remained elusive.

Across the hall, Amara conversed with a cluster of noble wives near a massive fireplace that crackled with fragrant applewood. Her posture appeared relaxed, one hand holding a crystal goblet with easy grace, but Callen could read the alertness in the set of her shoulders. She'd slipped into her old role with disturbing ease—Lady Amara Selwyn, daughter of a baron, trained from childhood in the arts of noble conversation. The settlement had stripped away the pretense, but the skills remained. She laughed at something one of the women said, the sound carrying across the hall's marble floors, and Callen caught her quick glance in his direction. Checking on him. Making sure he hadn't done anything regrettable.

Kira stood near the refreshment tables, Xyrsanthe hidden beneath her formal cloak of deep green velvet. The dragonet's presence was an open secret—everyone knew Commander Stark's daughter carried one of the creatures her father had sought to weaponize. Some found it poetic justice. Others saw it as evidence of deeper corruption, proof that Stark's experiments had left marks that couldn't be undone. Kira's own transformation—the dark, iridescent scales that surfaced along her jaw and collarbone when her control slipped—was harder to conceal in formal clothing, and Callen noticed how she'd positioned herself in the chandelier's softer light, where the shimmer would be less visible.

The refreshment table itself was a work of art—dark wood polished to a mirror shine, bearing silver platters of delicacies that most settlement residents would never see in their lifetimes. Candied fruits glistening with sugar crystals. Tiny pastries filled with cream and honey. Cheeses aged in caves that had been family holdings for generations. Kira ignored all of it, her attention fixed on the room's movements, her face a careful mask.

She handled the scrutiny with grace that surprised Callen. She'd grown in the months since the Grove, becoming something harder and more certain. The frightened girl who'd first come to them, scales spreading across her skin and terror in her eyes, had transformed into a young woman who met hostile gazes without flinching.

He was proud of her, in a way he hadn't expected. Proud and worried in equal measure.

Lady Vesren rose from her position and began moving toward Kira with the focused determination of a hunting hawk. Silver hair piled in elaborate coils that must have taken hours to arrange. Jewelry that spoke of old money rather than new wealth—pieces passed down through generations, their settings worn smooth by countless hands. A face that revealed nothing of the mind behind it.

Callen moved to intercept, but the crowd was thick and the woman was faster. Nobles clustered in knots of conversation, blocking his path with bodies swathed in silk and brocade. By the time he'd navigated close enough to observe, she had already engaged Kira in conversation.

"—must be so difficult for you," the woman was saying, her voice pitched to carry sympathy without actually containing any. "Commander Stark's daughter, standing as a witness against the man who funded her father's work. The political complexity alone must be considerable."

"Lady Vesren." Kira's tone was polite but guarded. "I appreciate your concern."

Callen positioned himself near a decorative pillar of white marble veined with gold, close enough to hear while appearing to study a tapestry depicting some ancient battle. The weaving showed humans in armor bringing down a dragon with coordinated spear-work, the beast's blood rendered in crimson thread that had faded to rust over the centuries. He wondered if the artist had ever actually seen a dragon, or if the proportions were simply wrong by accident.

"I represent certain interested parties," Lady Vesren continued, lowering her voice slightly. The noise of the crowd—conversation, laughter, the clink of crystal against crystal—provided cover for their exchange. "Parties who support your Academy's work. Who see the value in what you're building."

"That's kind of them."

"Kindness has nothing to do with it, dear. Politics rarely does." Vesren moved closer, her perfume reaching Callen's position—something floral underlaid with musk, expensive and carefully chosen. "The trial is already decided, you know. Not the verdict—that theater must play out for public consumption. But the aftermath."

Kira's expression didn't change, but Callen caught the slight tension in her shoulders, the way her hand moved fractionally toward where Xyrsanthe rested beneath her cloak. "I'm not sure why you're telling me this."

"Because you're a piece on the board, whether you realize it or not. Your testimony will be used—by multiple factions, for multiple purposes." Vesren's pale gray eyes—like winter ice over deep water—held Kira's without blinking. "I thought you might appreciate knowing that before you speak words that can't be unspoken."

"And what do your 'interested parties' want from me?"

Vesren smiled, but it didn't reach her eyes. She glanced toward where Lord Hadrian was speaking with one of Theron's supporters, the conversation looking friendly enough to the casual observer—but Callen saw how Hadrian's hand rested on a folded paper in his pocket, ready to pass along. "Your father's research wasn't destroyed when his forces fell. Stark's methods, his records, his understanding of how dragon elements interact with human physiology—it's hidden somewhere in this city, and half the noble houses are racing to find it."

Before Kira could respond, Vesren had glided away—not toward her own faction, but toward a cluster of uncommitted nobles near the center of the room. Within moments, she was laughing at something one of them said, her earlier intensity replaced by practiced charm.

Callen approached Kira as casually as he could manage, taking a glass of wine from a passing servant to complete the illusion of aimless wandering. "What did she want?"

"To unsettle me, I think." Kira's hand had risen to touch Xyrsanthe through her cloak. The dragonet chirped softly—a sound somewhere between bird and bell, barely audible over the room's noise. "She implied the trial is theater. That the real decisions happen elsewhere."

"That's politics in general."

"She also said my father's research still exists. That factions are hunting for it." Kira met his eyes, and he saw the fear she was working to suppress. "And the way she looked at me—she knew about the transformation. My corruption. Knew it intimately, as if she'd studied the symptoms. Either she has access to Stark's records, or..."

"Or she's seen the corruption before. Up close."

As they spoke, Callen noticed movement at the edge of his vision—a servant in deep blue livery passing behind a cluster of lesser nobles. The man's left hand brushed his right wrist as he walked: three fingers splayed, then curled into a fist.

An old Veil signal. Observing. Patient. Holding position.

The servant never glanced his way, simply continued his rounds as though nothing had passed between them. But Callen's blood ran cold. Someone was watching through the old networks—the same networks the Baron had used, the same techniques Callen himself had once employed. Not a coincidence. Not random.

The Baron's organization had scattered, but its eyes remained open.

The web grows more tangled, Kyraleth observed. Be careful which strands you touch.

I intend to.

Callen spent the remaining hour of the reception cataloging faces, mapping connections, trying to understand the shape of the board. He identified three distinct factions by their clustering patterns: those who gravitated toward Lord Theron, gathering near the chamber's eastern alcove where the Lord Regent held court; those who kept careful distance from him, clustered in the western corners with drinks held like shields; and those who moved between groups like messengers or spies, never settling long enough to show allegiance.

Lady Vesren belonged to none of them. She circled the room's edges, speaking briefly with representatives from each faction but committing to none. Her crimson gown made her easy to track, a splash of blood moving through the more muted colors of the other nobles. A player with her own agenda, then. Someone whose goals didn't align neatly with existing power structures.

The most dangerous kind of enemy.

He also tracked the servant who'd given the Veil signal—watching without appearing to watch, noting the man's path through the room. The servant spoke briefly with members of all three factions, his movements too purposeful to be mere service. Information gathering. Position mapping. The same work Callen himself was doing, for masters he couldn't identify.

The Baron's network wasn't a fighting force anymore. It was something potentially more dangerous: eyes everywhere, selling what they saw to whoever would pay.

When the reception finally ended—servants beginning to clear the tables, candles guttering in their crystal holders—Callen gathered his people and retreated to their quarters. He swept the rooms again, finding no new observation points but trusting none of the old ones, before speaking freely.

Helena Vorn found him the following morning, outside the council wing where the corridors were wide enough for honest conversation and too public for ambush.

"You noticed," she said, without preamble. "At the settlement. When I looked at the passes."

Callen didn't insult her by pretending otherwise. "You were told to look for something. You found it."

"Lord Theron's intelligence service has been tracking unusual activity in the northern mountains for two years. Disciplined drift signatures. Human, or close to it." She kept her voice level, professional. "We don't know who they are. We know they've been watching the Academy since before it was founded. And we know they have observers here, in the capital."

"Why tell me?"

"Because Theron wants you to know he sees the full board. Not just the Baron. Not just the trial." Her gray eyes held his without apology. "Consider it a gesture of trust. Or leverage. In this city, they're often the same thing."

She walked away before he could respond.

"The trial is a sideshow," he said, once they were settled around the common room's table. The fire had burned low in the hearth, casting dancing shadows across their faces. "The real contest is for the Baron's research. His methods. Whatever he learned about transformation and control."

"Lady Vesren told you this?" Amara asked.

"She told Kira. I listened." He described the conversation, watching their faces as they absorbed the implications.

Finch leaned forward, his scholarly interest overcoming his usual caution. The firelight caught the silver in his hair, making him look older than his years. "If the research still exists—complete records of the Evolution Institute's work—that would be invaluable. Not just politically. Stark was the one doing the actual experimentation—the Baron funded and sheltered the operation, but Commander Stark understood the principles. He was working with knowledge that hasn't been understood since the Dragon Singers' fall. His methods were barbaric, but his insights into how dragon elements interact with human physiology..."

"Are you suggesting we should seek it out?" Amara's voice carried warning.

"I'm suggesting we should understand what we're dealing with. Knowledge isn't inherently dangerous. It's how knowledge is used⁠—"

"Tell that to the children he experimented on," Kira said quietly.

Silence fell, broken only by the pop and crackle of the dying fire. Finch had the grace to look abashed.

"We don't pursue the research," Callen said. "Not actively. But we keep our eyes open. If it surfaces during the trial—if someone reveals where it's hidden—we need to know. Because if the wrong faction gets hold of it..."

He didn't need to finish the sentence. They all understood what another Evolution Institute could mean. Another generation of children transformed against their will. Another Baron, perhaps, rising from the ashes of the old.

"There's something else," Callen added, his voice dropping. "I saw someone using Veil signals in the crowd tonight. The old hand-signs, the ones operatives used to communicate without speaking. Whoever it was, they wanted me to know I'd been recognized."

"The Black Veil is destroyed," Amara said, but her voice carried uncertainty now.

"The organization is. But the people who worked for it—the watchers, the information brokers, the ones who were never fighters—some of them survived. And someone has put them back to work." Callen moved to the window, looking out at the city lights. "The Baron's network operated the same way. Track movements, gather information, sell it to interested parties. They can't hurt us directly. But they can tell our enemies exactly where we are and what we're doing."

"There's something else," Kira said. "Vesren implied there are others like me. Transformed individuals who've hidden among the nobility. If that's true—if the corruption has spread beyond my father's documented subjects—then we're not just dealing with one man's crimes. We're dealing with a system."

"A system that powerful people might want to protect," Amara added.

"Or exploit." Callen turned back to face them. "Vesren wanted us to know we're pieces on a board. Fine. Now we know. The question is what we do about it."

"What can we do?" Elhan asked. "We're visitors here. Witnesses at a trial we didn't choose. Our influence is minimal."

"Our influence is precisely what they're afraid of." Callen turned back to face them, the window's cold glass at his back. "Think about it. Why summon us at all? The Baron's guilt could be established without my testimony. There are plenty of witnesses to his crimes who don't come with a dragon and an academy full of gifted children."

"They want to display us," Minatha said softly. It was the first time she'd spoken since the reception, and her voice carried the distant quality of someone who'd been listening to things beyond normal hearing. "Show the Kingdom what the Academy represents. What we can become."

"A threat," Elhan said.

"Or a promise." Callen shook his head. "I don't know which they intend. But I know we're not as powerless as they'd like us to believe. We have something they want—legitimacy. A Dragon Singer's endorsement carries weight, especially now that the old order is crumbling."

"Theron needs us," Finch added thoughtfully. "Our presence validates his narrative—that he's building something new, something better than what the Baron represented. His daughter is learning to control fire abilities that would have gotten her killed six months ago. Every day the Academy succeeds, his decision to send Elainak there looks wiser. If we support his handling of the trial, it strengthens his position against Vesren's faction."

"And if we don't?" Amara asked.

"Then we become a liability. A Dragon Singer who questions the Lord Regent's justice is a powerful symbol for his opponents." Finch spread his hands. "We're leverage, whether we like it or not. The question is who gets to use us, and for what."

"So we use that weight," Amara said. "Carefully. Make sure our testimony serves our purposes as well as theirs."

"Exactly."

They talked late into the night, planning, speculating, trying to map a landscape they could barely see. The fire died to embers, then ash. Someone—Elhan, perhaps—added fresh logs, and the flames rose again, shadows dancing anew across the walls. When the others finally retired to their separate chambers, Callen remained at the window, watching the city sleep.

You should rest, Kyraleth said.

I know.

But you won't.

No.

The dragon's presence settled around him like a warm cloak, comfort offered across miles of distance. Tell me what troubles you. Beyond the obvious.

Callen considered the question. So much troubled him—the message at the safe house, the factions circling like vultures, the revelation that the Baron's corruption might have spread further than anyone knew. But beneath all of that lay something older, something that had been gnawing at him since they'd entered the city.

I don't trust myself here, he admitted. The Nightshade knew these streets. Knew how to move through them, how to solve problems with blade and shadow. Part of me wants to fall back on that knowledge. To handle Vesren and her faction the way I would have handled a contract.

You mean kill them.

Some of them. The ones who threaten what we've built. The admission came hard, dragged from depths he preferred not to examine. I tell myself I've changed. That I'm not that man anymore. But being here, surrounded by enemies, feeling the old patterns calling...

You are not the same, Kyraleth said firmly. The bond proves it. Dragons do not partner with those consumed by darkness. When we joined, I saw your soul—all of it, even the parts you tried to hide. If you were still the Nightshade, truly, I would have known.

And you bonded with me anyway.

I bonded with who you were becoming. Not who you had been. The dragon's warmth intensified, spreading through their connection like sunlight breaking through clouds. The old patterns will always be there. That's the nature of memory. But patterns are not destiny. You choose, every moment, who you wish to be. The fact that you struggle with the choice proves you've changed.

It should have been reassuring. Mostly, it was. But a small part of Callen wondered if the dragon was simply telling him what he needed to hear—if the bond itself colored Kyraleth's perception, making him see virtue where only exhaustion existed.

He pushed the thought away. Self-doubt was a luxury he couldn't afford. Tomorrow would bring new challenges, new information, new dangers. He needed rest, even if sleep wouldn't come easy.

Two more days, he said. Then the trial begins.

And then we learn what this web truly contains.


Chapter Seven


OPENING STATEMENTS



The Hall of Judgment had been built to inspire awe, and it succeeded.

Callen stood at the chamber’s entrance, momentarily overwhelmed by the sheer scale of the space. The ceiling arched overhead like the inside of some great beast’s ribcage, rising nearly a hundred feet at its apex, supported by pillars of black stone veined with silver—the same dragon-touched material that formed the palace’s oldest walls. Each pillar was carved with scenes of justice rendered throughout history: judges pronouncing verdicts, criminals receiving punishment, the scales of law held in steady hands.

Windows of stained glass filtered the morning light into fractured rainbows that played across the marble floor. The glass depicted the Kingdom’s founding myths—heroes defeating monsters, treaties signed between warring peoples. One window, larger than the rest, showed a dragon falling from the sky, spears bristling from its belly. The image was positioned so that the morning sun passed directly through the dragon’s death wound, casting a bloody splash of crimson across the floor where petitioners would stand.

At the hall’s far end, elevated on a dais of white stone, sat the judges’ bench: seven chairs of carved oak darkened by centuries of use, each backed by the banner of a different noble house.

But it was what lay beneath his feet that commanded Callen’s attention.

The drift energy here was wrong. Not absent, not weak—wrong. It pulsed through the stone like a heartbeat out of rhythm, carrying echoes of something vast and old and angry. The sensation reminded him of the fields they’d passed on the journey north to Theraxis—that same resonance of concentrated death, of power bound into matter by violence rather than will.

The marble beneath his boots was cold despite the morning warmth, cold in a way that seeped upward through leather and wool to chill the flesh beneath. He could feel the wrongness through the soles of his feet, a vibration just below the threshold of hearing, constant and unsettling.

He couldn’t identify the source. The Hall of Judgment was ancient—everyone knew that much—but this felt older than the building itself, older than the Kingdom that had raised it. Something deep in the foundations, deeper than cellars or sewers, pulsed with a slow, sick rhythm that set his teeth on edge. He’d felt echoes of this before: in the corrupted dragon they’d resealed at the sanctuary, in the Baron’s hybrid abominations, in every place where the drift had been twisted by violence into something it was never meant to be.

But this was vaster. Deeper. Whatever lay beneath this stone had been here for a very long time.

I feel it too, Kyraleth said, his mental voice tight with discomfort. Old death. Old rage. Something below this place died badly. Many somethings.

Can you tell what it is?

No. The impressions are too deep, too fractured. But the anger is real. And it’s aware, in some dim way, that we’re here. A pause, heavy with unease. Be careful. Whatever this is, it doesn’t welcome us.

“Master Nasinth?” A court official in formal robes of gray and silver stood nearby, waiting with poorly concealed impatience. “Your seat is prepared. The proceedings will begin shortly.”

Callen allowed himself to be guided to a bench near the front of the witness gallery, worn smooth by generations of waiting witnesses. The wood was warm where sunlight touched it through the stained glass, cold where shadows fell. Amara sat to his right, her hand briefly touching his in silent reassurance. Kira to his left, her breathing carefully controlled, Xyrsanthe a barely perceptible warmth beneath her formal cloak. The others had been relegated to the general audience—Finch somewhere in the scholar’s section, his quill already scratching notes; Korvain and Minatha positioned near exits at Callen’s insistence. If something went wrong, they needed escape routes.

The gallery filled slowly as the appointed hour approached. Noble observers claimed seats according to rank, their clothing a riot of colors and styles that spoke of wealth and status. The air grew thick with perfume and body heat as more people crowded in. Callen identified several faces from the reception—including Lady Vesren, who sat in the third row with an expression of perfect neutrality. Their eyes met briefly. She inclined her head, the barest acknowledgment, before returning her attention to the empty judges’ bench.

In the fifth row, Lord Harwick arrived late enough to draw glances but early enough that no one would call it an insult. Callen watched him descend the gallery steps and noted what hadn’t been visible at the reception: the man walked with a slight hitch in his right leg, the knee refusing to bend at the proper angle, each step a controlled negotiation with a limb that wasn’t working right. His collar was fastened high—higher than fashion demanded, the fabric buttoned to the jawline in a style that had gone out of favor a decade ago. At the reception, the wrongness clinging to Harwick’s skin had been faint, a residue. Now, two days later, it was stronger. Whatever the Institute’s work had planted in his blood, proximity to the capital—to whatever lay beneath this Hall—was feeding it.

Harwick sat rigidly, his hands gripping his knees with white-knuckled intensity. Sweat beaded his forehead despite the hall’s chill, and his eyes kept darting toward the floor as though he could feel what lay beneath. When the drift energy pulsed—a deep, slow rhythm Callen was beginning to recognize—Harwick flinched visibly.

The man had the look of someone fighting a battle no one else could see. Callen extended his drift sense, just barely, and caught the faintest shimmer of wrongness clinging to Harwick’s skin—a residue he recognized from the Evolution Institute’s survivors. Someone who’d been touched by the Baron’s work. The wrongness beneath the Hall was reaching up through the stone, and whatever corruption remained in Harwick’s blood was answering.

Callen also spotted Lord Theron’s supporters clustered in the gallery’s left section, their postures attentive, their expressions carefully hopeful. On the right, Vesren’s allies watched with predatory patience, waiting for any opportunity to turn the proceedings to their advantage.

“The factions are all represented,” Amara murmured, her voice pitched for his ears alone. “Notice how they’ve arranged themselves. Theron’s supporters on the left, his opponents on the right, the uncommitted scattered through the middle.”

“And Vesren?”

“In the middle, but closer to the right. Make of that what you will.”

Callen’s gaze continued upward to the upper gallery—the cheaper seats, the ones allotted to lesser officials, visiting scholars, and those whose rank warranted presence but not prominence. Most of the faces there matched their stations: clerks with ink-stained fingers, minor functionaries affecting boredom, a handful of merchants who’d purchased gallery tokens for the spectacle. But one figure, seated on the left side where the upper balcony curved toward the judges’ dais, didn’t fit any category Callen could name. A man with a weathered face, deep lines carved by wind and sun rather than age alone, and hands resting on his knees that were calloused in patterns too rough for any noble pursuit—hands that knew stone, or rope, or years of mountain labor. He wasn’t watching the gallery’s political choreography. He was watching individuals, his gaze moving from face to face with an evaluative intensity that reminded Callen of a weapons master assessing recruits. Not political calculation—individual assessment. Callen marked the face but couldn’t categorize the type: not Veil, not loyalist, not military. Something else entirely, watching with a patience that suggested he’d been trained to observe and had been doing so for a very long time.

A horn sounded, its note deep and resonant, echoing off the vaulted ceiling until it seemed to come from everywhere at once. The crowd fell silent with impressive speed—a response trained by centuries of tradition. The seven judges filed in through a private entrance behind the dais, taking their seats with the formal gravity that ritual demanded. Their robes were identical—black trimmed with silver, hoods drawn back to reveal faces set in careful neutrality. Callen recognized Lord Theron among them, his prematurely gray hair distinctive even at this distance. The others were strangers, their expressions carefully blank.

One judge drew Callen’s attention more than the others—a heavy man with the banner of House Corwen behind him. His small eyes moved constantly, cataloging the gallery with an intensity that seemed excessive for someone meant to project impartiality. When his gaze passed over Lord Harwick in the fifth row, something flickered across his features—recognition, quickly suppressed.

Another horn, and the prisoner was brought forth.

Baron Cornelius Selwyn had aged decades in three months. Callen remembered him from the capital—from the throne room where he’d played the gracious host while plotting Lord Regent Vanish’s murder, from the settlement where he’d stood beneath a flag of truce and demanded his granddaughter with the certainty of a man accustomed to owning everything he touched. His voice had commanded armies and corrupted institutions. His presence had filled rooms with the force of absolute conviction. The figure shuffling between two guards bore little resemblance to that memory.

White hair hung lank and unwashed, falling past shoulders that had once been broad with the bearing of a man who’d built an empire of horrors and called it progress. Hands that had once gestured with authority—that had held a child’s hand during the first injection while promising it would only hurt for a moment—now trembled visibly. The formal clothes he’d been given hung loose on a frame that had lost considerable weight, as though captivity had begun consuming him from the inside.

But the eyes—the eyes remained sharp. Alert. Calculating. Blue as winter ice and twice as cold.

They found Callen in the crowd and held. A smile crossed the Baron’s cracked lips, revealing teeth that had yellowed in captivity.

“The Nightshade,” he said, his voice carrying in the chamber’s peculiar acoustics—designed, Callen realized, to make every word spoken at the central floor audible to the farthest seats. “My daughter’s protector. Or should I say, my daughter’s husband.” The smile widened, showing more of those yellowed teeth. “Tell me, Callen—does Amara still keep my documents beneath the floorboards, or has she found a more creative hiding place?”

Murmurs rippled through the gallery like wind through wheat. Callen felt dozens of gazes shift toward him, felt the weight of sudden scrutiny pressing against his skin. The Baron had just announced to the Kingdom’s assembled power that the Dragon Singer Academy’s founder was not only a former assassin but had married into the Selwyn bloodline—that the man testifying against him was family, however estranged.

Beside him, Amara’s hand went rigid on the bench. Her face showed nothing—she had slipped into her noble mask with what Callen had once called disturbing ease—but he could feel the tension radiating from her like heat from a forge.

He seeks to undermine you both, Kyraleth observed. Discredit your testimony before it begins. And wound his daughter in the same breath. He has not changed.

I know.

The presiding judge—a severe woman with iron-gray hair pulled back so tightly it seemed to stretch her features—called for order. Her voice cracked through the murmurs like a whip. “The prisoner will refrain from addressing the gallery. This proceeding concerns your actions, Baron Selwyn, not the histories of those present.”

“My apologies, Your Honor.” The Baron’s tone suggested anything but apology. “I merely wished to acknowledge family. Surely that’s permitted, even for the condemned.”

The word hung in the air, pregnant with implication. Callen kept his expression neutral, giving the watching nobles nothing to interpret. Let them wonder. Let them speculate. He would address the Nightshade question when and how he chose, not on the Baron’s schedule.

The formal charges were read—a litany of crimes that took nearly an hour to complete. The clerk, a thin man with spectacles perched on the end of his nose, delivered each charge in a monotone that somehow made the horrors worse, each atrocity given the same flat weight as minor infractions.

“Count one: the murder of Lord Regent Vanish, Keeper of the Eastern Marches, by means of weaponized dragon fire administered through an enhanced operative.” The clerk turned a page. “Count two: conspiracy to seize the office of Lord Regent through assassination and fraud.” Another page. “Count three: the establishment and operation of the Evolution Institute, an unlawful facility dedicated to the forced transformation of human subjects using dragon biological material.”

The gallery stirred. These were the charges everyone had expected. But the clerk continued.

“Count seven: illegal experimentation upon children, numbering no fewer than forty-three documented subjects between the ages of six and sixteen.” A woman in the third row pressed a hand to her mouth. “Count eight: the murder of Kiran Brightash, Pyrin diplomat, by means of a poisoned dart administered on the accused’s orders.”

Callen felt Amara flinch—the barest tremor, visible only to him. Her husband. Nora’s father. Murdered on the Baron’s orders because he’d been gathering evidence against the very crimes being read aloud in this chamber. Callen’s hand found hers beneath the bench and held.

“Count twelve: the abduction and forced conscription of Pyrin citizens from the eastern territories.” The clerk’s monotone never wavered. “Count thirteen: the creation of human-dragon hybrid soldiers through procedures resulting in permanent disfigurement, psychological destruction, and death.” He turned another page, and another. “Count seventeen: the systematic destruction of evidence, including the burning of research facilities, the elimination of witnesses, and the falsification of official records.”

“Count twenty-two: the deployment of hybrid creatures against civilian populations, resulting in multiple casualties including the deaths of settlement residents and Kingdom soldiers alike.”

By the time the clerk reached count thirty-one—crimes against the Kingdom itself, encompassing treason, regicide, and the corruption of public office—the gallery had gone very still. The sheer volume of charges created its own kind of horror: not the sharp shock of a single crime revealed but the grinding, relentless weight of systematic evil cataloged in bureaucratic detail. Each count was another life destroyed, another family shattered, another line crossed with the cool deliberation of a man who believed his purpose justified any means.

The Baron listened with apparent interest, as if hearing about someone else’s misdeeds. Occasionally he nodded. Once he even smiled, at a charge involving the destruction of evidence.

When the reading finally concluded, he was asked how he pleaded.

“Not guilty,” he said clearly, his ruined voice carrying to every corner of the hall. “To all charges.”

More murmurs, louder this time. Not guilty was bold—boldly stupid, some might say, given the mountain of evidence against him. But Callen saw the calculation behind it. A guilty plea would end the proceedings quickly, moving straight to sentencing. Not guilty meant a full trial. Witnesses. Evidence. The opportunity to say things in open court that might otherwise stay buried.

The Baron wanted an audience for something. Callen intended to find out what.

The prosecution began its case with methodical precision. The lead prosecutor—a sharp-featured man named Velden whom Amara identified as a protégé of Lord Theron’s judicial reforms—presented documents first. Ledgers bearing the Baron’s personal cipher, decoded by Kingdom cryptographers. Correspondence between the Baron and Commander Stark detailing the Black Veil’s role in procuring test subjects. Orders bearing the Baron’s seal authorizing the Evolution Institute’s most extreme procedures, each one countersigned by Lord Regent Vanish in the early days, then bearing only the Baron’s authority after Vanish’s murder.

Witnesses were called. Survivors of the Evolution Institute testified to horrors they’d experienced, their voices sometimes breaking, sometimes flat with the emptiness of those who’d learned to speak of trauma without feeling it. Children transformed against their will. Families torn apart. Lives destroyed in the name of progress.

Throughout the morning’s testimony, Callen watched Lord Harwick in the fifth row. Each time a witness described transformation, the man’s hands twitched. Each time the drift energy pulsed from below—stronger now, as if the emotional weight in the room were feeding it—his face went pale. By midday, dark patches had appeared at the edge of his collar, visible only when he turned his head. Scales. Threatening to surface, responding to whatever lay beneath the Hall’s foundations.

The corruption in his blood was waking. And the concentrated drift energy of so many people in emotional crisis—witnesses reliving trauma, nobles radiating shock and outrage, the Baron himself projecting cold defiance—seemed to be making it worse.

No one else seemed to notice. The nobles around him were too focused on the testimony, too absorbed in the spectacle. But Callen filed it away. Whatever was wrong with this place, it was affecting those with prior exposure to the Institute’s work. The emotional intensity of the trial was acting as an accelerant.

Harwick didn’t know what he carried. Kira fought her corruption every day—Xyrsanthe’s bond a constant pressure against the spread, their partnership a wall the transformation couldn’t breach. Harwick had no bond, no awareness, no defense. The corruption in his blood had been sleeping undisturbed for years, and now the graveyard’s resonance was calling it awake.

One witness—a young woman who’d survived a secondary facility in the eastern provinces—described being transferred from the main Institute to a smaller operation where children were sorted by compatibility. “They called it triage,” she said, her voice hollow. “The ones who survived the first round of injections were sent to satellite locations. Different procedures. More invasive. The ones who didn’t survive were—” She stopped. Swallowed. “Were disposed of. At three separate facilities that I know of.” At the judges’ bench, Corwen’s pen stopped moving. His hand remained poised above the page, ink pooling at the nib’s tip into a dark blot he didn’t seem to notice. He didn’t write again for the remainder of her testimony—not a single notation, not a marginal note, nothing. His colleagues’ quills scratched steadily around him. Callen noticed the stillness and filed it alongside the recognition Corwen had shown when his gaze passed over Harwick.

The first witness to truly shake the courtroom was a man named Brennan Cors.

He walked to the testimony chair with a gait that spoke of damage—not limping exactly, but uneven, as if his body couldn’t quite remember how to move naturally. He was perhaps thirty years old, but his face carried the weariness of someone far older. When he sat, he kept his hands folded in his lap, hidden beneath the sleeves of his formal coat.

“State your name and your connection to the accused,” Velden instructed.

“Brennan Cors. I was... a resident of the Evolution Institute. From age seven until age fourteen.” His voice was flat, controlled, the tone of someone who had learned to speak of horror without letting it consume him. “Subject designation Theta-Nineteen.”

A murmur ran through the gallery. The Baron’s expression didn’t change, but Callen noticed his fingers tighten slightly on the arms of his chair.

“Describe your experience at the Institute.”

Brennan was silent for a long moment. When he spoke, each word seemed to cost him something. “I was taken from an orphanage in the eastern provinces. Told I was being adopted by a noble family. Instead, I was brought to a facility beneath Baron Selwyn’s manor.” He paused, swallowed. “There were others. Dozens of children. We slept in dormitories that smelled of chemicals and fear. Every morning, they would take some of us to the treatment rooms. Not everyone came back.”

“What happened in the treatment rooms?”

“Injections, at first. Something that burned in the blood. Later... procedures.” Brennan’s hands emerged from his sleeves, and the gallery gasped. His fingers ended in scales rather than nails—hard, iridescent plates that caught the light like beetle shells. The transformation extended past his wrists, disappearing beneath his sleeves. “They were trying to make us into something else. Bridges between human and dragon, they said. Most of us just died. The lucky ones died quickly.”

In the fifth row, Lord Harwick pressed a hand to his own collar, hiding the scales that were spreading beneath his shirt. His breathing had gone shallow, rapid.

“And those who survived?”

“We became... this.” Brennan raised his transformed hands, letting the court see clearly what had been done. “I can feel the drift now. Sense things I couldn’t before. But I can’t touch anyone without these—” he flexed his scaled fingers “—without people flinching away. I can’t work. Can’t marry. Can’t have the life that was stolen from me when I was seven years old.”

The Baron shifted in his seat, and Brennan’s eyes found him with sudden, fierce intensity.

“You told us we were special,” Brennan said, his controlled voice cracking for the first time. “You told us we were going to be heroes. You held my hand during the first procedure and promised it would only hurt for a moment.” Tears tracked down his cheeks, but his voice grew stronger, not weaker. “I was seven. I believed you. I trusted you. And you turned me into something that children run from in the street.”

The words struck the chamber like a physical blow, and the drift answered. Callen felt it before he understood it—a surge of raw emotional energy pouring off the gallery, off Brennan himself, off the hundreds of hearts that had clenched at those words. Grief and rage and the particular anguish of innocence betrayed, all of it concentrating in the air like pressure before a storm. But instead of dissipating as such surges normally did, the energy moved downward. He felt it flowing through the marble beneath his boots, channeled by the ancient stone as if the floor itself were a funnel—hundreds of individual griefs braiding into a single current that poured into the foundations below. The dragon graveyard drank it like parched earth drinking rain. Somewhere deep beneath the Hall, something stirred in its sleep, turned toward the feeding, and settled deeper into dreams that were growing stronger with every hour of testimony. Beside him, Minatha made a small sound—not quite a gasp, more the involuntary breath of someone who’d been struck. Her hand rose to her face. When she pulled it away, a thin line of blood traced from her left nostril to her upper lip, bright against her pale skin. She wiped it quickly, her expression more frightened than pained, her drift-sight overwhelmed by the sheer volume of what she’d just felt pass through the stone. On Callen’s other side, Kira had gone rigid. Beneath the edge of her formal cloak, where her wrist met her sleeve, scales shimmered into visibility for three heartbeats—iridescent black, responding to the same downward pull that had bloodied Minatha’s nose—before Xyrsanthe chirped once, sharp and fierce, and the scales faded. Kira’s hand found the dragonet through the fabric and held on. The ordinary nobles noticed none of it. They were weeping, or sitting in stunned silence, or staring at Brennan’s scaled hands with the particular horror of people confronting something they’d preferred to believe was exaggeration. But Callen had felt the graveyard stir. Whatever lay sealed beneath this Hall had just been fed, and it was hungrier than he’d feared.

The Baron met his gaze without flinching. “The work was necessary. You wouldn’t understand⁠—”

“Silence!” The presiding judge’s voice cut through the chamber. “The prisoner will not address witnesses directly.”

But Callen had seen it—the flash of something in the Baron’s eyes. Not guilt. Not shame. Irritation. The annoyance of a craftsman whose work was being criticized by those too ignorant to appreciate it.

Brennan was led away, his testimony complete but his words lingering in the air like smoke. Several nobles in the gallery had gone pale. One woman was openly weeping. The political calculations that had seemed so important moments ago had been momentarily displaced by something more visceral—the reality of what the Baron had done, made manifest in scaled hands and broken voices.

Callen listened to each testimony that followed, watching the judges’ faces for reaction. Six of them showed appropriate disgust at the descriptions of experiments, appropriate sympathy for the survivors. Their expressions shifted naturally with the emotional weight of each account—Lord Theron’s jaw tightening when a witness described children crying for parents who would never come, the presiding judge’s knuckles whitening around her gavel when a former Institute guard described the disposal of failed subjects.

The seventh—the heavy man from House Corwen—maintained an expression so carefully neutral that it became conspicuous. While his colleagues leaned forward or drew back, while they whispered to one another during recesses and made notes with urgent strokes of the quill, Corwen sat like stone. But his eyes kept returning to Lord Harwick in the fifth row, tracking the man’s deteriorating condition with what might have been concern or might have been calculation.

During one recess, Callen watched Corwen intercept a page near the judges' private entrance. Words were exchanged—too quiet, too brief, the page nodding once before disappearing into the crowd. Moments later, a court attendant moved to Lord Harwick's row and spoke softly. Harwick shook his head, his hand still clamped to his collar. The attendant persisted.

"I have a right to hear this," Harwick said through clenched teeth, loud enough that several nearby nobles turned. "They did this to me. I have a right to hear what they did."

Harwick's face contorted—half pain, half fury—before he allowed himself to be guided to a different seat, farther from the testimony floor.

Farther from the concentrated drift energy of the witnesses.

Corwen watched the relocation with satisfaction so brief it might have been imagined. Then his expression settled back into careful neutrality, and he turned his attention to the next witness as though nothing had happened.

That one holds secrets, Kyraleth observed.

Or fears them.

“He’s connected to the Institute somehow,” Callen murmured to Amara. “Watch him when the next witness describes the procedures.”

Amara’s eyes found Corwen and held. When the next survivor took the chair and described the injection protocols, Corwen’s hands—hidden from the gallery behind the bench—gripped his knees. Amara caught it. She nodded once.

“He knows the details before they’re spoken,” she whispered. “See how he braces a half-second before each revelation. He’s not learning. He’s remembering.”

During a later recess, Amara found him in the corridor. "His defense advocates," she said without preamble. "Three of them visit the cells daily—standard legal access, impossible to restrict without appearing to deny due process. But I watched the youngest one leave this morning. He stopped at a tea house on the eastern street, spoke with a woman in merchant's clothing for exactly four minutes, then continued to his offices." Her expression was clinical, the Baron's daughter reading the Baron's methods. "The woman left in the opposite direction, toward the courier district. Whatever the Baron tells his lawyers, it reaches the outside within hours. And whatever the outside learns, it reaches him just as fast."

"Theron knows?"

"Theron allows it. The Baron's cooperation is too valuable to restrict his communications entirely. It's a calculated trade—useful intelligence from the prisoner in exchange for accepting that the prisoner's network stays informed." The bitterness in her voice was old and familiar. "My father always understood leverage better than anyone. Even in chains, he's trading."

The afternoon brought testimony that cut even deeper.

Margery Thorne was a small woman, gray-haired and slight, wearing the simple clothes of a merchant’s wife. She moved to the testimony chair as if each step required conscious effort, and when she sat, her hands shook visibly.

“Mrs. Thorne,” Velden began gently, “please tell the court about your son, Daveth.”

“He was nine years old.” Her voice was barely a whisper, but the hall’s acoustics carried it to every ear. “Bright as summer. Always asking questions, always wanting to know how things worked. The village teacher said he had potential—that he might even qualify for one of the academies, if we could afford the fees.”

“And how did he come to the attention of Baron Selwyn?”

“A man came to our village. Well-dressed, spoke like nobility. Said he represented a program for gifted children—free education, room and board, training that would make our son into something special.” Her voice broke slightly on the last word. “We were so proud. So grateful. We thought... we thought we were giving him a better life.”

“What happened next?”

“Letters, at first. Happy letters about his studies, about friends he’d made. Then the letters stopped. When we inquired, we were told he’d taken ill, that visitors weren’t permitted during recovery. We waited. Months. A year. Every time we asked, there was another excuse, another delay.”

The gallery had gone utterly silent. Even the nobles who’d been whispering politics had fallen still.

“And then?”

“Then the Kingdom’s soldiers came. After the Baron’s arrest. They found the graves.” Margery’s composure shattered, tears streaming down her weathered face. “Daveth was in the third one they opened. What was left of him. They said... they said he’d been dead for over a year. All those letters we received after—they were lies. He was already gone, and we kept hoping, kept believing...”

She couldn’t continue. A court attendant brought her water, but her hands shook too badly to hold the cup. The hall remained silent, the weight of her grief pressing down on everyone present.

In the fifth row, Lord Harwick rose abruptly and pushed toward the aisle, one hand covering the side of his neck. Callen caught a glimpse of scales spreading past his collar, dark and iridescent in the stained-glass light. The man’s face was contorted with something between pain and terror.

A court attendant intercepted him near the door. Callen saw whispered words, saw Harwick shake his head violently before being guided out through a side passage. Whatever was happening to him, it was accelerating.

The judge from House Corwen watched the exit with an expression Callen couldn’t read. His hands had tightened on the edge of his bench, knuckles white.

Then Margery’s eyes found Amara in the witness gallery.

“You’re his daughter,” Margery said, her voice carrying clearly despite its trembling. “The Baron’s daughter. Lady Selwyn.”

Amara didn’t look away. “Yes.”

“You lived in that house. You ate at his table. You—” Margery stopped, visibly wrestling with emotions too complex for words. “Did you know? About my Daveth? About any of them?”

“I knew something was wrong.” Amara’s voice was steady, carrying the controlled precision Callen had come to recognize as her way of holding grief at arm’s length. “I didn’t know enough. Not soon enough. When I found the truth, I took my daughter and ran. I stole every document I could carry. And I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

The two women stared at each other across the courtroom—the mother who had lost everything, and the daughter who had stolen evidence from her own father’s house, who had lived in hiding for years to ensure this day would come. Whatever passed between them was too private for words, too complicated for judgment. Finally, Margery nodded once, a gesture that might have been acknowledgment or might have been something else entirely.

“At least someone from that house has the courage to face what he did,” she said quietly. “That’s more than I expected.”

Beside Amara, Kira sat motionless, her hands clenched white in her lap. Callen knew what she was thinking—that her own father, Commander Stark, had been the Baron’s chief collaborator, that the Black Veil had procured many of the children who filled those graves. The sins of fathers weighed on more than one pair of shoulders in this gallery.


Chapter Eight


THE CHANGING TIDE



She was helped from the chair, her testimony complete, leaving behind a courtroom that had been reminded that the Baron’s crimes weren’t abstractions. They were children. They were families. They were graves that should never have been dug.

When the presiding judge called the midday recess, Lady Vesren appeared briefly at Callen’s elbow as the gallery began to empty, her presence sudden and unwelcome. “Three witnesses have developed scheduling conflicts,” she murmured, her tone conversational, her eyes watching the crowd. “All from the eastern provinces. All connected to the satellite facilities.” She was gone before he could respond, drifting into the flow of bodies moving toward the corridor like a fish finding its current.

Callen rose with the others, but instead of following the crowd toward the palace’s reception halls, he paused in the corridor outside the Hall’s eastern entrance. The passage was wide enough for four people abreast, lined with the same ancient stone, and filled with the controlled chaos of hundreds of people seeking air and food and relief from what they’d heard. Through the press of bodies, he spotted Lord Harwick standing near the far wall. The man had one hand pressed flat against the stone, his weight braced against it as though the wall were holding him up. But it was the wall itself that drew Callen’s attention. Where Harwick’s palm met the surface, the pale stone had darkened—a shadow spreading outward from his touch like ink soaking into parchment. The corruption in his blood was interacting with whatever was sealed in the foundations, the wrongness below reaching up through centuries of masonry to meet the wrongness in his flesh. Harwick stared at the mark with naked terror, his breath coming in short, harsh gasps. Then he jerked his hand away, pulled his cloak from his shoulders, and pressed the fabric over the darkened stone, covering it. His eyes darted left, then right—checking whether anyone had seen. Callen looked away before the man’s gaze reached him, but he filed it alongside everything else: the scales, the hitch in the leg, the stone drinking corruption from a man’s palm. Whatever was beneath this city, it could reach through solid rock to find the Baron’s work in human blood.

Callen did not follow the crowd toward the reception halls. He’d noticed something during the morning’s proceedings—a figure in the gallery’s back rows, hooded and quiet, watching testimony with unusual intensity. Not noble clothing, the fabric too coarse, the cut too simple—but not servant’s either. Someone out of place, trying not to be noticed.

The figure slipped away the moment the recess was called, moving not toward the public corridors but toward the palace’s inner sections, passing through a service entrance half-hidden behind a tapestry. They moved with the purposeful stride of someone who knew exactly where they were going—and the trained grace of someone who knew how to move without being followed.

As Callen turned to pursue, he caught one last detail that nearly made him stop. Near the servants’ entrance at the corridor’s far end—the same entrance the hooded figure had just used—Vesren’s aide stood in quiet conversation with someone Callen didn’t recognize. A woman, simply dressed, her back to the gallery crowd. She stood with the particular stillness of someone trained to hold position without fidgeting, her weight centered, her hands visible and empty—the same disciplined grace Callen had noticed in the professional watcher at the reception two nights ago, the one who’d given the old Veil signal. The aide passed something small—a folded paper, a coin, impossible to tell at this distance—and the woman departed without looking back, her movement through the crowd as clean and unremarkable as a knife sliding into a sheath. Whether Vesren knew what her aide was truly connecting to—a network older and more professional than her own political machinery—Callen couldn’t determine. But the contact itself was significant, and he carried it with him into the palace’s deeper corridors.

Callen followed anyway.

He murmured a word to Amara—“Back soon”—and was moving before she could object. The formal credentials he carried opened doors that would otherwise stay closed, and the guards at each checkpoint waved him through without question. But the figure ahead wasn’t using checkpoints. They knew the old passages, the servant routes, the forgotten corridors that Kira had mapped from the Baron’s palace plans during their escape in the last days of the coup.

The passages grew older as he moved deeper into the palace, the architecture shifting from the current dynasty’s preference for light and space to something more ancient. Narrower halls. Lower ceilings. Stone that had absorbed centuries of shadow. The drift energy here was different—quieter, cleaner, as though something had been carefully tended in these forgotten spaces.

He tracked the figure by sound at first—footsteps echoing off old stone, the rustle of fabric around corners. Then by the faint disturbance they left in the drift, a ripple of passage that lingered in the air like perfume. Someone with ability, then, however minor. Someone who disturbed the currents simply by moving through them.

Thirty seconds of observation was all the Nightshade needed. The figure’s stride measured roughly twenty-eight inches—shorter than their height suggested, meaning they were compensating for something: an old injury, a heavy garment, or the deliberate gait of someone trained to move quietly rather than quickly. They favored their left side around corners, leading with the right shoulder and checking the passage ahead before committing—a military habit, not a civilian one. Their weight transferred toe-first on the older flagstones where footfalls echoed, heel-first on the newer sections where the mortar dampened sound. Someone had taught them how stone talked, and they’d listened. Callen identified three points where he could have closed the distance and overtaken them: a long straight corridor where they’d slowed to check a branching passage, a narrow staircase where the acoustics would have covered his approach, and a doorway they’d paused at to ensure it was unlatched. He chose none of them. He wanted to see where this person was going, not what they’d do when cornered. At the fourth corner—a sharp turn near what had once been a servants’ dormitory—the figure’s rhythm changed. Not a stumble, not a hesitation. A fractional lengthening of stride, a subtle squaring of the shoulders, the particular stillness that settled over someone who had just realized they weren’t alone in these corridors. They didn’t bolt. Didn’t freeze. Didn’t glance back. They simply adjusted their pace and continued forward with the professional calm of someone who understood that panic was a luxury the competent couldn’t afford. Whoever this was, they’d been followed before.

The pursuit ended at an unexpected destination: a small chapel tucked into one of the palace’s oldest wings.

Callen paused at the entrance, taking in what lay before him.

The chapel was ancient—far older than the surrounding architecture, its stones dark with age and worn smooth by countless hands and knees. The ceiling was low, barely eight feet, pressing down with intimate weight. Candles burned in alcoves along the walls, their flames steady despite the slight draft from the corridor, casting dancing shadows that seemed almost alive. The air smelled of old incense and older stone, dust and devotion mingled together.

And on those walls…

Dragons. Not the hunting scenes he’d seen elsewhere in the palace, not the triumphant images of humans bringing down great beasts. These murals showed something else entirely. Dragons and humans together. Side by side. Partners.

The colors had faded over centuries, but the images remained clear. A dragon curving protectively around a human family. A Singer and their bonded partner sharing food beside a fire. Children playing beneath wings spread like protective canopies.

One image in particular caught his attention: a Dragon Singer in the midst of transformation, scales rippling across skin, eyes blazing with shared power. A dragon curled behind them, wings spread protectively, the bond between them rendered as visible light connecting heart to heart. The style was unlike anything Callen had seen—older than the Kingdom itself, perhaps, preserved here through accident or intention.

This was ancient worship. Pre-purge iconography, preserved somehow through centuries of persecution.

But the chapel wasn’t frozen in time. Someone had been here recently—and not just the hooded figure kneeling at the altar. In the alcove nearest the entrance, a candle had burned down to a stub barely an inch tall, its wax pooled across the stone shelf in a hardened spill. Callen touched it. Still soft. Pliable beneath his fingertip, the surface yielding before firming again—burned within the last day, perhaps less. The other candles in the chapel were tall, carefully maintained, replaced before they could gutter. This one had been lit by someone who hadn’t known where the replacements were kept, someone visiting rather than tending. Near the altar’s base, half-hidden by the stone platform’s shadow, he found something else: symbols carved into the flagstone with ritualistic precision. Not painted, not scratched—carved, each line cut with a tool meant for stone, the edges clean and deliberate. The symbols formed a pattern he didn’t recognize: angular where the mural iconography was curved, stark where the partnership imagery was flowing. They reminded him of nothing in Sera’s chapel—but they reminded him of something else. Finch had sketched a mark in his field journal at Thornbury, copied from a waystone near the northern trade road. A symbol the scholar had puzzled over for days, unable to place it in any known tradition. The same angular precision. The same sense of language designed for stone rather than parchment. Callen hadn’t understood what Finch had found. Now, seeing the same hand’s work carved into the floor of a chapel that supposedly only one faction knew about, understanding began to form—unwelcome and incomplete. Someone else had found this place. Someone who carved in stone the way other people wrote in ink: with the confidence of long practice and the patience of centuries.

The hooded figure knelt before the altar—a simple stone platform bearing offerings of metal and flame. Small tokens lay arranged in careful patterns: a silver ring, a bronze coin, a fragment of something that might have been dragon scale. At Callen’s approach, they turned.

“I wondered if you’d follow,” a woman’s voice said. She lowered her hood, revealing features Callen didn’t recognize—middle-aged, with the weathered look of someone who’d spent years in difficult service. Lines around her eyes and mouth spoke of worry, of watching, of keeping secrets. Her hair was gray-streaked brown, pulled back in a simple style that matched her plain clothing. “They said the Dragon Singer was perceptive.”

“Who said?”

“Those of us who remember.” She gestured at the murals surrounding them, her movement taking in the faded images, the ancient stone, the flickering candles. “What the partnership truly meant, before fear destroyed it. I am Sera.”

Callen approached slowly, his hand resting on his sword hilt—not threatening, but ready. The drift felt different here, cleaner somehow, as if the chapel existed in its own pocket of reality. “This chapel shouldn’t exist. The purges destroyed everything connected to the old ways.”

“Who else comes here?” he asked, before she could answer his first question. He gestured toward the alcove with the burned-down candle. “That wasn’t lit by someone who tends this place. And those symbols by the altar—” He pointed to the carved flagstone. “They’re not yours.”

Sera’s expression changed. The controlled fervor that had been building behind her eyes flickered and went uncertain. She crossed to the alcove, touched the soft wax as Callen had, and her hand withdrew as if stung. Then she moved to the altar’s base and knelt, studying the carved symbols with an intensity that had nothing of recognition in it and everything of alarm. “These weren’t here last week,” she said, her voice stripped of its careful composure. “We’ve been the only ones who’ve known about this chapel for decades. Three generations of my family. No one else.” She traced one of the angular marks without touching it, her finger hovering a quarter inch above the stone. “I don’t know this script. It’s old—older than ours. Older than anything I’ve seen in the palace.” She stood, and Callen saw something he hadn’t expected from this woman of controlled faith: fear. Not of him. Of what the symbols meant. Someone with knowledge deeper than her own, patience longer than her faction’s memory, had walked into her sanctuary and left a calling card she couldn’t read.

“Almost everything. Some was hidden. Preserved by those who believed the Singer’s time would come again.” The woman rose from her knees, moving with a grace that suggested training—martial training, not just service. “My name is Sera. I serve in the palace household—have served for twenty years. But my true service is to an older cause.”

“And what cause is that?”

“Restoration.” Sera’s eyes held fervor carefully controlled, banked fires that could blaze given proper fuel. “Not of the old hierarchies—those were corrupt long before they fell. But of the bond itself. The partnership between human and dragon that made both greater than they could be alone.”

Callen studied her, extending his drift sense to read what he could. She believed what she was saying—that much was clear. The conviction ran deep, rooted in something that felt like faith. Whether that belief aligned with reality was another question.

“Why reveal yourself to me?”

“Because you need allies. Because the trial is only the beginning of what’s coming.” Sera moved to one of the murals, touching the painted figure of a Dragon Singer with something like reverence. Her fingers traced the lines of transformation, the scales spreading across painted skin. “The Baron’s crimes are real, but he’s not the true danger. He’s a symptom of something older, something that never fully healed after the corruption destroyed the first partnership.”

“What do you know about the corruption?”

“I know it’s not gone. I know it’s been sleeping, waiting.” Sera turned back to face him, candle flames reflecting in her eyes. “And I know something in this city is beginning to wake it. You felt it this morning, in the Hall. The wrongness beneath the stone. The Hall of Judgment was built atop a dragon graveyard, Master Nasinth. Ancient dragons died on this ground—killed each other, were killed by humans—long before the current Kingdom rose. Their remains were built into the foundations, their bones compressed into structural support, their lingering essence seeping upward through centuries of accumulated construction. That graveyard isn’t just dead bones. It’s a seal. A prison. And the trial—all that drift energy from so many witnesses, so much emotion concentrated in one place—it’s feeding whatever lies beneath.”

The word graveyard struck something in the drift like a bell struck in a sealed room. Callen felt it—a tremor that had nothing to do with the physical world, a deepening of the wrongness he’d carried in the soles of his feet since entering the Hall that morning. As if the naming itself had weight. As if whatever slept below had heard its own nature spoken aloud and stirred toward the sound, the way a dreamer turns toward a voice that calls their name. The chapel’s clean drift energy shuddered, and for three heartbeats the candle flames bent inward—toward the floor, toward the stone, toward whatever lay beneath—before righting themselves. The incense smell thickened, older now, carrying an undertone of something mineral and vast.

From the hills beyond the city, Kyraleth’s voice entered his mind—heavy with a grief that predated their bond, that came from somewhere in the dragon’s blood older than memory. Old bones. Old fury. They built a palace on rage, partner, and wondered why their kings went mad. A pause, weighted with centuries Kyraleth couldn’t have lived but somehow carried. I can feel them now that she has given the dreaming a name. Not one dragon. Dozens. They died in violence and their deaths never finished. The stone holds them the way a fist holds a coal—unable to let go, unable to stop burning.

“How do you know this?”

“Because I’ve felt it. Others have too—those of us sensitive to the drift, who maintain our connection despite the dangers.” Sera’s voice dropped, taking on the weight of confession. “Something is waking down there, Master Nasinth. Something that remembers the first betrayal. And when it fully wakes…”

“The corruption returns.”

“Perhaps worse than before. The first corruption was a weapon, created deliberately. What sleeps beneath this city is what that weapon was designed to fight. If it rises unchecked…”

“Why tell me? Why not go to the council, the Lord Regent⁠—”

“Because they wouldn’t believe me. Because some of them might be involved in waking it deliberately.” Sera’s expression hardened, the lines around her eyes deepening. “Not everyone wants partnership restored, Master Nasinth. Some believe the old days were right—that dragons should be controlled, exploited, their power harvested for human use. If they could tap what sleeps below, bind it to their will…”

“They’d have a weapon greater than any army.”

“And the corruption would spread regardless. They don’t understand what they’re dealing with. They see power, not consequence.” She reached into her robes and produced a small object—a medallion bearing the same partnership imagery as the murals. The metal was old, worn smooth by generations of hands, but the design remained clear: dragon and human intertwined, two beings made one. “Keep this. If you need to find us—those of us who remember—show it at the servants’ entrance near the western gardens. Ask for the chapel keeper.”

Callen took the medallion, feeling its weight in his palm. The metal was warm, thrumming faintly with drift energy that had been accumulating for centuries.

But it wasn’t a single accumulation. The drift energy felt layered—decades of handlers leaving their imprints like sediment in stone, each generation’s faith and hope and quiet desperation adding its own stratum. Callen’s blacksmith’s hands read the metal instinctively, the way he’d read any forged piece: the alloy’s composition, the technique of its shaping, the temperature at which it had been worked. And beneath all those layers of human devotion, beneath Sera’s generation and the ones before her, he found something that stopped his breath. The forging technique was old. Not old in the way the chapel was old—centuries of accumulated history—but old in a way he recognized from the Academy’s own artifacts, from the bonding circlets Finch had cataloged in the Dragon Singer sanctuary, from tools made by hands that had shaped metal with drift energy rather than hammer and heat. Dragon Singer methods. Sera’s faction believed they were preserving traditions passed down through generations of faithful keepers. They didn’t know—couldn’t know—that the medallion in their care had been forged by the very partnership they sought to restore, in an age before the corruption had made such work impossible. The Restoration faction’s origins were older than Sera understood. Older, perhaps, than anyone alive remembered.

“One more thing,” Sera said as he turned to leave. “The Baron knows more than he’s revealed. He found something—something connected to what sleeps here. Press him, if you can. The trial gives you that opportunity.”

“Press him how?”

“Make him angry. Make him forget his careful performance.” A thin smile crossed Sera’s features, there and gone like a candle’s flicker. “He’s a proud man, despite his broken appearance. Pride makes people careless.”

She turned back to the altar, dismissing him. Callen hesitated a moment longer, taking in the ancient chapel one final time—the murals, the offerings, the flickering flames. A pocket of the old world, preserved in the heart of what had replaced it.

Then he left, mind churning with new questions and darker possibilities.

He found the others in their quarters, gathered around a meal that no one was eating.

The food had gone cold—roasted fowl congealing in its juices, vegetables wilting in their bowls. The fire burned low, casting long shadows across worried faces. Through the window, the sun had begun its descent toward the western hills, painting the sky in shades of orange and red.

“Where have you been?” Amara asked. Worry colored her voice, sharpened the edges of her words.

“Following a lead.” Callen sat heavily, suddenly aware of how tired he was. His legs ached from the pursuit through endless corridors. His mind felt stretched thin, overloaded with implications. “We need to talk. All of us.”

He described the chapel, the murals, the woman named Sera and her warnings. The others listened in silence, their expressions growing more troubled as he spoke. When he finished, the quiet stretched, heavy with unspoken fears.

“A secret faction preserving Dragon Singer traditions,” Finch murmured when the silence became unbearable. “I’d suspected something like this existed, but to find actual evidence…”

“The traditions are secondary,” Callen said. “What matters is what she said about what’s beneath the Hall of Judgment. A dragon graveyard. Ancient dragons who died there, long before the Kingdom. And something sealed beneath it that’s beginning to stir.”

Kira’s hand went to her collar. The gesture was unconscious—the same motion Callen had watched Lord Harwick make a dozen times that morning—and the recognition chilled him more than any of Sera’s warnings. She carried the same corruption in her blood. Not dormant the way Harwick’s had been before the trial woke it, but controlled, held in check by Xyrsanthe’s bond and Kira’s own relentless will. But controlled was not the same as gone. In the firelight, Callen saw the scales surface at her throat—dark and iridescent, spreading half an inch past the permanent patches that marked her father’s legacy. Not the violent eruption he’d witnessed during the corruption’s assault in the north. Not the creeping progression that had consumed Harwick through the morning’s testimony. This was different: scales summoned not by corruption’s pull but by the fear of it. Her body responding to the terror of what she’d just heard—that something beneath this city could reach through stone to find the Baron’s work in human flesh, and she was human flesh that carried that work in every cell. The distinction mattered. Corruption activated from without was an attack. This was Kira’s own body betraying her fear. Xyrsanthe pressed close against Kira’s ribs, the dragonet’s warmth flaring visibly—scales brightening from bronze to copper-gold, heat radiating outward like a small forge. The bond acting as barrier, as it always did. After a moment, Kira’s scales receded. Her hand dropped from her collar. But her eyes, when they met Callen’s, held a question she didn’t voice: How long before controlled stops being enough?

“Nora’s dreams,” Amara said, her face paling. She looked at Callen with sudden, sharp understanding. “The darkness she saw moving. She’s been restless since we left the settlement—waking in the night, saying she felt something old and angry pulling at her. I thought it was the distance from the Academy, from the other children. But if there’s something beneath this city reaching through the drift…”

“It would explain what I felt this morning. What Kyraleth felt. The same, I think. Something the first corruption was designed to fight—or contain. And now it’s waking.”

“Because of the trial?” Kira asked.

“Because of the concentrated drift energy. So many people with abilities, gathered in one place, pouring out emotion. Sera said the graveyard absorbs it, and whatever lies beneath feeds on that absorption.”

“There’s more,” Callen added. “I watched a man in the gallery—Lord Harwick. He had prior exposure to the Institute’s work. Throughout the testimony, his corruption responded. Scales surfacing, emotional instability. By midday, he had to be escorted out.” He met their eyes. “Whatever is beneath that Hall, its influence can reach anyone already carrying the Baron’s corruption in their blood. If there are others like him in the capital—others carrying dormant corruption—the trial could be activating all of them.”

Silence settled over the room again, deeper than before. Through the window, the capital’s lights were beginning to appear as dusk approached, thousands of flames kindling against the coming dark. Somewhere beneath those lights, beneath the streets and buildings and the lives being lived above, a dragon graveyard pulsed with stolen power, and something ancient stirred in its depths.

“We should leave,” Korvain said finally, his voice rough with the effort of speaking sense to madness. “This isn’t our fight. The Kingdom’s secrets, the Baron’s trial—none of it matters if that thing rises.”

“We can’t leave.” Callen shook his head. “If we abandon the trial now, we lose any influence we have. The Academy’s recognition gets revoked, and we go back to being hunted.” He glanced at Amara, whose expression had hardened into something that reminded him of the woman who had stood before her father at the settlement gates and told him he’d lost the right to call himself family. “And Amara has to see this through. She stole those documents. She fled his house. She’s the reason this trial is happening at all. Walking away now would undo everything she sacrificed.”

Amara met his eyes. Gratitude and grief mingled there in equal measure—the noblewoman who’d traded silk for hiding, who’d kept evidence beneath floorboards for years, who’d built a new life on the ruins of her father’s betrayal. She nodded once.

“Better hunted than consumed by whatever that is,” Korvain pressed.

“If it rises, there won’t be anywhere to run.” Callen met each of their eyes in turn, holding their gazes until they truly heard what he was saying. “This isn’t just about the capital. An awakening here would spread. The corruption would follow the drift lines outward, touching everyone with sensitivity, poisoning every bond. Including the Academy. Including Nora.”

The words landed hard. Korvain’s objection died unspoken, replaced by understanding—and fear.

“It’s a feedback loop,” Finch said, his voice shaky but analytical. “The corruption feeds on emotional intensity—fear, grief, rage. Anyone already carrying it becomes a conduit when those emotions spike. The trial is essentially a furnace—concentrating the exact emotional states that make dormant corruption active.” “Which means Kira’s bond with Xyrsanthe isn’t just containment—it’s an emotional anchor,” Callen said slowly. “The bond keeps her stable enough that the corruption can’t find purchase.” Finch nodded. “Awareness plus active bonding equals resistance. Ignorance plus isolation equals vulnerability. Harwick had neither defense.”

“So what do we do?” Minatha asked quietly. It was only the second time she’d spoken since arriving in the capital, and her voice carried weight beyond her years.

“We learn everything we can. We find out what the Baron knows—Sera was right that he’s hiding something. And we prepare.” Callen touched the medallion in his pocket, feeling its warmth against his fingers. “If there’s a faction that remembers the old ways, they might know how to stop what’s coming. Or at least slow it down.”

“And the trial?”

“The trial continues. I testify when called. We maintain our cover as cooperative witnesses while we figure out what’s really happening.” He rose, moving to the window. The palace sprawled below, its lights scattered like fallen stars against the gathering darkness. “One day at a time. One piece of information at a time. Until we understand what we’re fighting.”

A wise approach, Kyraleth said approvingly. The prey that panics makes mistakes. Better to watch, learn, and strike when the moment is right.

Let’s hope the moment comes before that thing fully wakes. The dragon’s response carried uncertainty—rare for Kyraleth, who usually projected confidence even when he didn’t feel it. A dragon graveyard. I did not know such a thing lay here, but now that Sera has named it, I can feel the truth of it. The wrongness I sensed this morning—it is old bones dreaming. Old rage remembering. Even from these hills, even at this distance, the pull is… considerable.

Then we don’t let it wake.

A simple statement. An impossible promise. But it was all Callen had to offer.

Tomorrow, the trial would continue. More testimony, more revelations, more pieces of a puzzle whose shape he was only beginning to understand. And beneath it all, something ancient stirred, waiting for its moment to rise.

He touched the cracked braided wrist-band—Nora’s anchor, binding him to home, to hope, to everything worth protecting. The metal was warm against his skin, the bronze and silver and iron pulsing faintly with contained energy—sanctuary bells and Emberdale silver and fragments of a life rebuilt from ruin. His daughter’s gift, crafted with love and worry in equal measure.

The metal hummed against his skin—bronze and silver and iron, each carrying a different resonance. Nora’s love, woven into the braid during its making, functioned like Xyrsanthe’s bond did for Kira: an emotional anchor that kept the corruption from finding the fear and isolation it needed to take hold. Not a physical barrier. An emotional one. The corruption couldn’t corrupt what was held together by genuine connection.

I’m coming back, he told his distant daughter, sending the thought toward the settlement, toward the Academy, toward the child who waited for him. Whatever it takes.

The connection established in stages, the way it always did across this distance—Callen reaching south, the anchor’s metals resonating with their counterparts in Nora’s bracelet, the drift carrying intention across hundreds of miles of road and hill and sleeping farmland. Nora’s warmth arrived first: familiar, steady, the particular frequency of his daughter’s presence that he could have found in a room of ten thousand. She was awake. She was reaching back.

Then, beneath her warmth, a second pulse. Smaller but fiercer, like banked coals buried under ash—the kind that looked dead until you breathed on them and found they could still take your hand off. It didn’t communicate in words. It communicated in sensation: a sharp flare of attention, an assessment conducted not through language but through heat and weight and the particular quality of alertness that reminded Callen of a guard dog raising its head at a stranger’s footstep. A question that translated, imprecisely and inadequately, as: Who are you to her? The sensation held for three heartbeats—measuring him, tasting the shape of his concern through the anchor’s connection—and then withdrew, not satisfied exactly, but willing to reserve judgment. Callen attributed it to the palace’s unsettled energies, to the graveyard’s influence bleeding upward through the drift and distorting the anchor’s signal. The capital was saturated with wrongness; a strange echo in the connection was hardly surprising. He was wrong. Hundreds of miles south, curled against Nora’s sleeping form in a nest of blankets on the eastern cliffs, an egg pulsed with amber warmth—and inside it, a consciousness that had been listening for weeks added one more data point to an assessment that was far from complete.

Faint, so faint he might have imagined it, came a response: I know.

And deep beneath the capital, something old and terrible began to dream of freedom.


Chapter Nine


THE GALLERY



The third day of the trial dawned gray and heavy, clouds pressing low over the capital like a lid on a pot about to boil.

Callen stood at the window of their quarters, watching rain streak the glass. The city below looked washed out, its sounds dampened by the steady percussion of water on stone. Somewhere beyond those clouds, the sun was rising. Here, it felt like perpetual twilight.

Today he would testify.

He'd known it was coming. But the Baron's opening gambit—that single word, Nightshade, spoken loud enough for all to hear—had changed everything. The court knew now that he had a past. The question was how much truth to offer.

All of it, Kyraleth said. Partial truths are worse than lies. They invite investigation, speculation. If you must speak of who you were, speak fully.

And if the whole man is more than they can accept?

Then you learn who your true allies are.

Amara joined him at the window, her reflection appearing in the rain-streaked glass. She'd dressed carefully—formal clothes in deep blue, small sapphire earrings he'd given her years ago.

"How are you feeling?"

"Like I'm about to walk into an ambush I can see but can't avoid."

"That's called testimony." A faint smile crossed her features. "You've changed, Callen. Whatever you were, you're not that anymore. Let them see the man you've become."

He leaned forward, pressing his forehead to hers. "Whatever happens in there, remember why we came. The Academy. The children. Everything we're building."

"I haven't forgotten." Her hand found his, squeezed once—the same gesture she'd used on the morning they fled Emberdale, and every hard morning since. "Now come. It's time."

She released his hand and moved toward the door, her bearing shifting as she walked—the subtle straightening of spine, the lift of chin that Callen had learned to recognize as Amara slipping back into the armor of Lady Selwyn. By the time she reached the corridor, the village healer had vanished. The Baron's daughter, the one who'd stolen his documents and burned her old life to ash, was the woman who walked beside him now.

The Hall of Judgment felt different today.

The rain had brought a chill that the building's ancient stones seemed to amplify. The marble floor was slick where servants had tracked in moisture. The stained glass windows, robbed of direct sunlight, cast no colored patterns—only shapes and suggestions.

The gallery was full despite the weather. As Callen entered, he noticed Lady Vesren speaking with the presiding judge's aide near a side entrance—a brief exchange, something passing between their hands before they separated. The aide's path took him directly past Lord Theron's section, where he paused to adjust his sleeve, letting a folded paper slip from beneath it onto a noble's lap.

The noble glanced at it, paled, and rose to leave. Whatever message Vesren had sent, it had just cost Theron a supporter.

The Baron sat in his usual position, his ruined appearance somehow more striking in the dim light. When Callen entered, those sharp eyes found him immediately. A thin smile crossed the Baron's cracked lips.

He's been waiting for this, Kyraleth observed. Today is important to whatever game he's playing.

Callen took his seat beside Amara, acutely aware of the whispers. The Nightshade revelation had spread overnight—he'd seen it in servants' faces this morning, heard it in conversations that died when he approached.

As he settled, he mapped the gallery's shifts. Lord Theron's faction had thinned since yesterday—two nobles who'd sat near him now occupied neutral positions. Lady Vesren's cluster had grown correspondingly, with Lord Hadrian of House Crest now openly at her side instead of maintaining his previous ambiguous distance.

A servant moved through Vesren's section, refilling glasses, his path taking him close enough to murmur something to each noble he served. Information passing, positions coordinating. The Baron's network might be scattered, but someone was still using its techniques.

Minatha touched his arm, her face pale. "This room. There's so much residue. Decades of arguments, deals, betrayals." She pressed fingers to her temple. "I can feel specific threads if I focus, but it's like trying to hear one voice in a crowd."

"Don't strain yourself. Save your strength."

She nodded, but her eyes kept darting to specific nobles—to the replacement judge who had taken Lord Corwen's seat after yesterday's recusal, to a cluster of lords near the back. "There," she murmured, her gaze fixing on a heavy-set man in House Morrow's colors. "He's terrified. Not of the testimony—of something personal. Something connected to the Institute." Her fingers tightened on Callen's sleeve. "And the new judge—she's not just nervous. Someone spoke to her before the session. I can feel the residue of a recent conversation clinging to her like perfume. Pressure. Persuasion."

"Vesren's people?"

"I can't tell the source. Only the shape of it." Minatha's jaw tightened. "And the judge from House Corwen—before he left yesterday—when the Baron looked at him, I felt an echo of old agreement. Not recent. Years old. Whatever connected them, it predates this trial by a long margin."

One more piece of the puzzle. The departed judge and the Baron had history—and that history might explain why a Corwen mine had housed the Baron's subjects without the family's knowledge. Or so Lord Corwen had claimed.

The morning session began with minor witnesses—a clerk, a merchant—their testimony dry and technical. Callen used the time to study the judges. Five showed the weight of what they'd heard over the past two days—the expected gravity of people confronting monstrous crimes. The new judge from House Alward sat stiffly, her pen moving in small, nervous circles on her notepad without writing anything. She glanced toward Lady Vesren's section twice. Callen filed that away.

During a pause, Minatha leaned close. "Something else. The building itself. There's a resonance beneath everything—old, deep. It's been growing since yesterday, like a hum below hearing. I thought it was the trial's emotional weight, but it's too consistent. Too structural." She shook her head. "I don't know what it means yet."

Callen thought of the drift-readers' reports about what lay beneath this hall, and said nothing.

"The court calls Callen Nasinth to testify."

The walk to the witness chair stretched endlessly. The marble floor seemed harder than before, each footfall sending jolts up through his legs. The testimony chair was cold when he settled into it, the carved wood pressing into his back.

As he adjusted his position, his gaze swept the hall the way it always did—exits first, then threats, then unknowns. The Nightshade's old discipline, running beneath conscious thought like water under ice. He'd mapped the gallery a dozen times since the trial began, cataloguing faces, allegiances, patterns of movement. But today, in the upper gallery's far corner, something snagged his attention.

A man sat apart from the noble clusters, occupying a seat at the gallery's edge where the light from the rain-darkened windows barely reached. Weathered face, deep lines cut by wind rather than age. Hands resting on his knees—large hands, the knuckles thickened and scarred in the particular way of someone who'd spent decades working stone or gripping climbing holds in mountain cold. He wore no house colors. His clothes were simple, sturdy, the kind of practical wool that said nothing about allegiance and everything about hard travel. He wasn't watching the judges or the Baron. He was watching Callen.

The intensity of that gaze was something Callen recognized instinctively—not curiosity, not hostility, but evaluation. The careful, patient attention of someone assessing capability. The man's eyes tracked without his head moving, a discipline Callen had seen only in trained operatives and, once, in the mountain people Sera had spoken of. The Keepers. Callen filed the observation away and kept his expression neutral, but he felt Kyraleth stir at the edge of their bond, the dragon sensing the spike of attention from miles away. Someone is watching you with uncommon focus, Kyraleth noted. Not a threat. But not nothing, either.

The prosecution's questioner approached—not Velden, but a younger woman with sharp features. Something in her bearing suggested careful preparation.

"Master Nasinth, you are the founder of the Dragon Singer Academy?"

"I am."

"And you have personal knowledge of Baron Selwyn's crimes?"

"I do."

The questions that followed were straightforward—establishing relationships, confirming details. Then the prosecutor paused, consulting her notes.

"Master Nasinth, for the record, could you describe your occupation before founding the Academy?"

The gallery leaned forward.

"Before the Academy, I was a blacksmith in Emberdale."

"And before that?"

"Before that…" He took a breath. "I was an assassin. A member of the Black Veil. I operated under the name Nightshade."

The gallery's reaction was not the eruption he'd expected. It was something worse—a spreading silence, broken by murmurs that carried calculation rather than shock. The Black Veil was the Kingdom's own instrument, its covert operations arm. Every lord in this chamber knew it existed. Many had benefited from its work. The presiding judge's expression tightened not with outrage but with the particular discomfort of someone confronting an open secret.

"You served the Kingdom as a Black Veil operative," the prosecutor said carefully, reframing the admission. "Under whose authority?"

"Commander Stark's direct command. But the Veil answered to the Lord Regent's office. Every assignment came through channels authorized by the throne." Callen let that settle. Half the gallery had just realized that condemning his past meant condemning the institution that had sanctioned it.

"How many confirmed operations did you carry out?"

"Thirty-seven confirmed kills. There may have been others."

"Thirty-seven." The prosecutor let the number settle. Some nobles shifted—not in horror, but in recognition. Several had likely signed the requisitions that sent the Black Veil to do its work. "And you left the organization voluntarily?"

"I defected. I got tired of blood, tired of being nothing more than a weapon pointed at targets. The Veil doesn't accept resignations. I hid. Built a new identity."

"Some would argue," the prosecutor continued, her tone sharpening, "that your testimony is compromised by self-interest. The Academy's recognition depends on this trial's outcome. Your livelihood, your family's safety—all of it hangs on convincing this court to rule against the Baron."

Careful, Kyraleth warned. She's trying to provoke you.

"Everyone who testifies has motives," Callen said. "The survivors want justice. The prosecution wants conviction. If purity of motive were required, every witness would be disqualified." He paused. "Judge my words by the evidence they support. That's all I ask."

The testimony continued for another hour. When the prosecutor yielded, the defense advocate rose with satisfaction evident in his posture.

"Master Nasinth. Or should I call you Nightshade?"

"Callen is fine."

"You've admitted to being an assassin. Tell me—does a man simply stop being what he is?"

"I don't know about other men. I can only speak for myself."

"Then speak. What transformed the Nightshade into the Dragon Singer?"

"I got tired." The words came slowly. "Tired of blood. Tired of being nothing more than a weapon. When I met my wife and daughter, I saw a chance to be something else. I took it."

"A touching story. But the Black Veil didn't simply let members leave. How did you survive, Nightshade? What deal did you make?"

He knows something, Kyraleth said sharply. Or thinks he does.

"I made no deals. When I left, I hid. Built a new identity."

"Hidden in Emberdale. Playing blacksmith. Playing father to a child who wasn't yours." The advocate smiled thinly. "But the Veil found you eventually. And somehow, you survived when the entire organization was subsequently destroyed. Remarkable luck."

"I had help. The Ashen Oath, other allies⁠—"

"Allies you acquired very quickly. Almost as if you had resources a simple blacksmith shouldn't possess." The advocate spread his hands. "I'm not accusing you. I'm merely observing patterns. A man with your skills, your apparent ability to survive impossible situations... such a man might serve many masters."

"I serve no one but my family and my students."

"So you say. No further questions."

Callen made the long walk back to the gallery. Amara's hand found his as he sat.

His gaze went to the upper gallery's far corner before he could stop it—the Nightshade's instinct, checking on a catalogued unknown. The seat was empty. No one rose, no one moved through the aisle. The mountain-hardened stranger had simply ceased to be there, vanished without Callen seeing him leave. A neat trick in a crowded hall. Not impossible for someone trained in controlled movement, someone disciplined enough to slip between the attention of hundreds of observers.

The seat had been occupied when Callen took the witness chair. It was empty now. And Callen, who had spent years learning to track targets through crowds, had not seen the moment of departure.

That could have gone worse, Kyraleth offered.

It could have gone better.

The defense had implied connections, hidden allegiances. Those implications would spread through the capital's gossip networks, would color how people saw him and the Academy.

But worse was the question he couldn't fully answer: how had he survived? The Black Veil's destruction had been thorough. He'd attributed his escape to luck.

What if someone had protected him, for reasons he didn't understand?
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The fourth day brought the Baron himself to the witness stand.

Callen watched the old man shuffle to the testimony chair, guards hovering close. Each step seemed to cost enormous effort. Whether the Baron was genuinely failing or performing weakness, Callen couldn't tell. Perhaps both.

As the gallery settled, a commotion near the entrance drew attention. Lord Vesren's aide intercepted a courier bearing Kingdom seals, spoke briefly, and the courier changed direction—heading not to Lord Theron's section but to Vesren's. Whatever official communication that had been, it had been redirected. Theron's jaw tightened, but he said nothing.

Lady Vesren appeared at Callen's elbow, her presence sudden and unwelcome.

"Two witnesses have withdrawn their testimony," she murmured. "Family concerns. Quite sudden." Her lips curved. "The trial's evidence base is narrowing, Master Nasinth. Someone is pruning witnesses like dead branches."

Before Callen could respond, she drifted away.

The defense advocate helped the Baron settle, arranging a blanket across his lap.

"Baron Selwyn, you've pleaded not guilty. Do you maintain your innocence?"

"I do not claim innocence." The Baron's voice was stronger than his appearance suggested. "I claim necessity. Context."

"Then explain."

The Baron's gaze swept the gallery. "Twenty years ago, I received a commission from Lord Regent Vanish. A secret expedition to the northern territories—regions forbidden since the Dragon Singers' fall. Officially, we were mapping resources. Unofficially, we were searching for what remained."

"What remained of what?"

"The Dragon Singers. Their knowledge." The Baron leaned forward. "The purges destroyed the Singers themselves, but not everything they'd created. Sanctuaries hidden in the mountains. Libraries buried beneath ruins. We found a temple—ancient, preserved by methods we didn't understand. And inside were records. Histories. And warnings."

The presiding judge leaned forward. "Warnings about what?"

"About the corruption that destroyed the Dragon Singers. About what it truly was." The Baron's voice hardened. "The histories tell us the corruption was a disease. That's a lie. The corruption was a weapon. Created deliberately by a Dragon Singer named Vaelthrix, who believed partnership had become slavery."

Callen felt cold spreading through his chest. The Baron was describing exactly what Sera had told him.

In the fifth row, Lord Harwick had returned — against all advice, Callen suspected, given the state he'd been in the day before. The man flinched as though the name itself had struck him. The tremor in his hands—visible since the trial's first day, a remnant of whatever the Institute had done to him years ago—suddenly worsened, climbing from his fingers into his forearms, his shoulders. Sweat beaded along his hairline. He gripped the armrests of his chair with white-knuckled force, and Callen saw the tendons in his neck standing taut, as if the man were fighting to hold something inside his skin. The name Vaelthrix had landed on Harwick like a tuning fork struck against bone, and whatever dormant corruption lived in his blood had answered.

"This Vaelthrix," the advocate said carefully. "What happened to him?"

"He's still alive. Trapped beneath this very city, in the dragon graveyard the Hall of Judgment was built upon." The Baron's eyes swept the gallery. "He's been sleeping for centuries. But he's waking up."

A woman three rows behind Harwick stood abruptly, her chair scraping against stone. Her hand flew to her collar, clutching the fabric—but not quickly enough. Callen saw it: scales at her jawline, dark and iridescent, pushing through skin that had been clear moments ago. They crept along the line of her throat like frost spreading across glass. Her breathing had gone shallow, panicked, her eyes wide with the particular terror of someone whose body was doing something her mind hadn't authorized. An aide materialized at her side—gently, efficiently, as if this had been planned for—and guided her toward the side exit. She went without protest, one hand still pressed to her jaw, her other arm trembling. The aide kept his body between her and the gallery's gaze, but not before a half-dozen nobles in the adjacent rows had seen the scales. The whispers started immediately.

Then the young noble at the gallery's rear—a boy barely older than twenty, his family's crest pinned to a coat that was too fine for his hollow cheeks—slumped sideways without a sound. His eyes rolled back. His body went rigid, then limp, and two guards caught him before he hit the floor. As they carried him toward the exit, Callen saw the boy's hands: the fingernails had darkened, thickened, curving slightly inward like the beginning of talons. The boy's lips moved as the guards bore him out, repeating something Callen couldn't hear—but his drift-sense caught the shape of it, a word or a name, cycling like a prayer or a summons.

Three survivors. Three bodies remembering what had been done to them. And the Baron hadn't even finished speaking.

Callen felt it through the drift—a low, sick pulse rising from beneath the marble floor, like a heartbeat that had no business beating. The Hall of Judgment sat atop a dragon graveyard, and the Baron's words were doing something to the air itself. Not magic, exactly. More like a key turning in a lock that had rusted shut centuries ago. Those with prior Institute exposure—anyone who carried fragments of forced transformation in their blood—were resonating with whatever slept below. Harwick's scales, hidden beneath his collar, would be spreading. The woman's handkerchief was pressed to her neck because something was pushing through the skin. The young noble's shallow breathing was the sound of a body remembering what the Baron had tried to make it become.

The corruption wasn't just dormant. It was listening.

And then it reached for Callen.

Not the sharp intrusion of an attack—something slower, more deliberate. A pressure rising through the marble beneath his feet, through the carved wood of his chair, seeping into his bones like cold water filling a well. The graveyard beneath the Hall wasn't just resonating with the survivors. It was tasting him. He felt the ancient consciousness brush against the edge of his bond with Kyraleth—not trying to break it, not yet. Testing its texture. Probing for weakness the way a tongue probes a cracked tooth. For a terrible moment, the dead dragons beneath the floor felt less like remains and more like fingers, reaching upward through centuries of stone and silence, and the thing that moved through them had Callen's name in its mouth.

I feel it, Kyraleth said, and the dragon's voice carried an edge Callen had rarely heard—not fear, but the fierce alertness of a predator recognizing another predator's scent. Something beneath you. Old. Hungry. It knows what we are.

Can it reach us?

Not yet. But it's learning how.

Callen exhaled slowly, forced his hands to unclench. The pressure receded—not gone, just patient. Waiting. Beneath his feet, beneath the marble and the foundation stones and the centuries of accumulated dead, something vast settled back into its dreaming. But it had noticed him. And it would remember.

"What does this have to do with your experiments?" the presiding judge asked.

"Everything. The corruption isn't gone. It's dormant, waiting. Every child born with drift sensitivity, every bond that forms—they all risk waking it." The Baron's voice cracked with something that might have been genuine emotion. "I didn't create monsters for pleasure. I created them searching for prevention."

"Very noble," the prosecutor interjected, rising. "But the children in your facilities weren't volunteers. They were prisoners."

"Some sacrifices are necessary⁠—"

"Necessary?" The prosecutor's voice rose. "Let us speak of what you deemed necessary, Baron. Your own daughter married a Pyrin diplomat named Kiran Brightash. A man who believed in peace between his people and the Kingdom. A man who, by all accounts, was gathering evidence against your research. You had him assassinated—a single dart to the neck while he walked home one evening. Your own son-in-law. The father of your granddaughter."

The Baron's composure didn't crack so much as rearrange itself—irritation replacing the careful performance of grief. "Kiran was compromised. His Pyrin loyalties made him a security risk to work that would have saved⁠—"

"Saved whom?" The prosecutor held up a leather-bound journal. "Your records tell a particular story, Baron. Entry dated two years after Kiran Brightash's murder: 'Subject Gamma-Seven shows promising results. Recommend extending experiments to younger subjects with dual-heritage bloodlines.' Five years post: 'Military applications are promising. Pyrin-Selwyn crossbreeding produces exceptional drift compatibility. Recommend approaching the War Council.'" She closed the journal. "You weren't searching for a cure for anything. You murdered your son-in-law, drove your daughter into hiding, and then pursued your own granddaughter as an experimental subject because her dual heritage—Pyrin fire and Selwyn drift-sensitivity—made her valuable to your research."

The sympathy that had been building in the gallery curdled. Even those who'd leaned forward at the Baron's warnings about the corruption now sat back, their expressions hardening.

"That is a grotesque oversimplification—" the Baron began.

"Is it? Your daughter Amara stole documents from your estate and fled with your granddaughter Nora rather than allow you access to the child. She lived in hiding for three years. You sent collection teams after them. You sent the Black Veil after them." The prosecutor's voice was surgical. "Where is the necessity in hunting your own blood, Baron?"

Silence. The Baron's jaw worked, but for once, no answer came.

In the witness gallery, Amara sat perfectly still.

She had known this was coming—had known the prosecutor would use Kiran's murder, would lay bare the anatomy of her family's destruction for the gallery to examine like a specimen on a table. She had provided the documents herself. Had sat with the prosecution team and walked them through every entry in that journal, translating her father's clinical notation into language the court could understand.

But hearing it spoken aloud—hearing Kiran's name in this hall, hearing the manner of his death described with judicial precision—was different from preparing for it.

Callen's hand found hers beneath the gallery rail. She gripped it hard enough to hurt.

You don't have to be stone, he thought, though Kyraleth was the one who could have carried the words. Some things you carried alone.

Amara's eyes remained fixed on her father. The Baron looked back at her once—a glance that carried something complicated. Not guilt. The Baron didn't do guilt. Something closer to calculation, as if even now he was measuring what her presence cost him with the gallery. His daughter, sitting beside the man he'd framed for regicide, wearing the quiet fury she'd carried since the night she'd found the compound in Kiran's blood traced back to her father's laboratory.

She had told him once: You are dead to me. You lost the right to call yourself family when you had Kiran murdered. She had not wavered from that position in five years of war, flight, and grief. She did not waver now.

Understanding where the monster came from didn't make him less monstrous.

Beside her, Kira was utterly still—watching not the Baron but Amara, with the careful attention of someone who recognized a grief she shared. Stark's daughter knew what it meant to sit in a room and hear your father's crimes catalogued. Beneath her cloak, Xyrsanthe pressed close against Kira's throat, the dragonet's warmth a steady counterpoint to the cold radiating from the hall's ancient stones.

In the corridor outside, Amara moved with the controlled precision of a woman holding herself together by will alone. A hand touched her elbow.

"Lady Selwyn. A moment."

The man was slight, forgettable—minor functionary's clothing. But his grip was firm.

"I serve Lord Vesren's household. What matters is the offer I'm authorized to extend." He guided her toward an alcove. "Your testimony has been comprehensive. The documents you provided—devastating. Lord Vesren appreciates thoroughness, but he also values discretion. There are certain details about the Kingdom's involvement in your father's work that need not be dwelt upon."

"You're asking me to bury evidence."

"To be selective. In exchange, Lord Vesren would ensure your family's safety after the verdict. The Academy's charter. Protection for your daughter."

For a moment, the offer tempted her. Not the politics of it—Amara could read Vesren's game as clearly as she read any noble's. But the word daughter. The promise of safety for Nora, spoken in this hall where her father sat in chains and her husband's murder had just been described to strangers.

She was so tired of fighting for things that should never have been threatened.

Then she thought of Kiran. A good man who wanted peace for his people and did not deserve to die. She thought of the saying he'd taught her, the one she kept alive for Nora: The ember survives the ash.

"No."

"You should consider⁠—"

"Every child who died in my father's facilities deserves to have their suffering acknowledged in full. I will not soften the truth to protect the Kingdom's complicity." She pulled her arm free. "Tell Lord Vesren that if he sends another messenger, I'll provide the prosecution with the documents I've been holding in reserve—the ones that trace funding from three noble houses directly to the Evolution Institute's operating budget." She met his eyes. "Including House Vesren."

She walked away, her heart pounding.

The documents she’d referenced weren’t a bluff. She’d spent three nights in their quarters reviewing the stolen records, cross-referencing the Baron’s clinical notations with the financial ledgers she’d taken from his study. The Institute hadn’t been her father’s private project—it had been a consortium. Three noble houses had provided regular funding, received quarterly research reports, and in at least one case—House Vesren—actively recruited test subjects from their own territories. They weren’t victims of her father’s ambition. They were investors. And investors expected returns.

Callen was waiting at the corridor's end. He'd seen the exchange—not heard it, but read enough in her bearing to know.

"Vesren?" he asked.

"Offering safety in exchange for silence." The faintest smile crossed her face, brittle and sharp. "I may have threatened him back."

"That's my wife."

"That's the Baron's daughter," Amara corrected, and the bitterness in her voice was old and deep. "Apparently I inherited his talent for political warfare. The difference is I use it for things that matter."

Minatha found them before they reached their quarters. She was leaning against the corridor wall, arms wrapped around herself, her face the color of old ash. She looked like she'd been waiting—or like she couldn't walk any further.

"The resonance," she said without preamble. "It's not what I thought."

Callen guided her to a bench in the alcove. Her hands were shaking. "Tell me."

"This morning I said it was growing. That it felt structural. I was wrong—or I was right, but I wasn't saying enough." She pressed her palms flat against the stone wall beside her, as if listening through her skin. "It's not just growing, Callen. It's responding. Specifically to the Baron's testimony. When he named Vaelthrix, the resonance changed pitch—it went from a hum to something closer to a voice. Not words. Intent. Like something beneath us heard its own name spoken aloud and turned toward the sound."

"You're saying whatever's under the Hall is listening to the trial."

"I'm saying it's participating." Minatha's voice dropped. "Those survivors who reacted in the gallery—Harwick, the woman with the scales, the boy they carried out—the resonance reached through them. It used the corruption in their blood like a doorway, like a hand reaching through a crack in a wall. And each time one of them broke, the resonance grew stronger. It's feeding on them. On their fear, their pain, on whatever the Baron's words stir up in their bodies." She met his eyes, and the fear in them was naked and undisguised. "And it's not random energy, Callen. There's intent behind it. Direction. Something down there is probing the foundations of this building the way a mason probes a wall for weak points. Testing what will hold and what will give."

Callen thought of the pressure he'd felt during the Baron's testimony—the graveyard reaching up to taste his bond with Kyraleth. "Sera warned me," he said quietly. "In the chapel. She said the old dead beneath this city weren't resting easily."

"She was right. And it's worse than she knew—or worse than she told you." Minatha withdrew her hands from the wall, folding them in her lap as if the stone had burned her. "The resonance isn't just beneath the Hall. It's spreading. I can feel it in the corridors now, in the foundations of the palace itself. Whatever the Baron woke with his words today, it didn't go back to sleep when the testimony ended. It's still reaching. Still testing." She paused. "We need to be very careful about what gets said in that courtroom tomorrow. Every word about Vaelthrix, every mention of the corruption's history—it's like throwing fuel on a fire that's burning beneath our feet."

In the corridor, Lord Theron intercepted Callen.

"The question of the Baron's research must be addressed before the verdict."

"Addressed how?"

"There are those who believe it should be preserved. Lady Vesren's faction argues strongly for this position." Theron glanced toward where several nobles argued. "House Morrow believes knowledge gained through atrocity must be destroyed. They lost three children to the Institute."

"What has the Baron actually revealed?" Callen asked. "In exchange for cooperation?"

Theron's expression flickered. "Location of three secondary facilities. Names of suppliers and collaborators. The existence of research caches hidden throughout the Kingdom." He paused. "But he's been selective. Giving enough to seem cooperative while holding back the most damaging information. He's trading revelations for leverage, and I can't determine what he's saving for."

"And your position?"

"I want the Kingdom to survive whatever truth emerges. The research question is secondary to stability."

A servant approached Theron with a message. As the Lord Regent read it, his face went carefully blank—the controlled expression of a man receiving bad news. He folded the paper without sharing its contents.

"Excuse me," Theron said. "A matter requires attention."

He left quickly. Callen noticed Lady Vesren watching from across the corridor, a small smile on her lips. Whatever that message contained, she already knew.

Callen remained processing what he'd heard. The Baron's testimony aligned too closely with Sera's warnings. Either he had access to the same sources, or there was truth buried in his self-serving narrative.

The old man speaks truth wrapped in lies, Kyraleth observed. But which parts are which?

I don't know yet. But I intend to find out.


Chapter Ten


THE OLD NETWORK



The palace dungeons occupied the lowest level of the eastern wing, beneath the kitchens and the root cellars and the old cisterns that Theron's grandfather had mapped when the family's greatest ambition was keeping the capital's sewers running. Callen descended through layers of stone that grew colder and darker with each flight of stairs, the walls sweating moisture that caught the torchlight in thin, irregular lines. Two of Theron's personal guards flanked him—men chosen for discretion rather than conversation, their faces professionally blank.

The arrangement had been made an hour ago, in Theron's cluttered study. Callen had gone to him after the day's testimony, after the Baron's revelations about Vaelthrix and the corruption's origins had turned the courtroom into something closer to a confessional.

"I need to speak with him," Callen had said. "Privately."

Theron hadn't asked why. He'd simply produced a key from his desk drawer—not the large iron keys of formal custody, but a small brass thing worn smooth with use—and said, "The guards will take you down. You have one hour. Whatever he tells you, assume half of it is true and all of it is calculated."

Sound advice, from a man who understood calculation.

The stairway ended at an iron door. One guard produced a key; the other positioned himself with his back to the wall, hand resting on his sword hilt, eyes forward. Professional. The door groaned open on hinges that needed oil, and the smell hit Callen first—damp stone, stale air, and something sharper beneath it. Sickness. The particular scent of a body consuming itself from within.

The cell was larger than expected. Not a hole but a room, perhaps ten feet by twelve, furnished with a cot, a chair, a small writing desk stacked with paper and ink. A concession to the prisoner's status, or to his usefulness—Callen couldn't tell which. A single lantern hung from an iron bracket, its flame low and steady, painting the walls in amber that made the stone look almost warm.

The Baron sat in the chair beside his desk, facing the door as though he'd been waiting.

Baron Cornelius Selwyn had deteriorated since the courtroom. Without the gallery's distance to soften details, the decline was stark. His clothes—fine once, now the same set he'd worn for days—hung from a frame that had lost weight it couldn't afford to lose. The tremor in his hands had climbed past his wrists into his forearms, and the chain connecting them rattled with a faint, continuous music that neither man acknowledged. His skin had gone the color of old parchment, stretched tight over bones that pushed too close to the surface.

But his eyes. His eyes were the same.

They found Callen the moment the door opened, and they burned with the terrible intelligence that had driven this man through decades of monstrous work—the certainty that had justified children in cages and families destroyed and a son-in-law murdered with a dart to the neck. Whatever imprisonment had taken from Baron Selwyn, it hadn't touched the thing that made him dangerous.

"Nightshade." The Baron's voice was stronger than his appearance suggested, as it had been in the courtroom. A voice that had outlasted the body carrying it. "I wondered when you'd come."

Callen entered the cell but didn't sit. He positioned himself against the wall opposite the Baron, where he could see the door, the prisoner, and the full dimensions of the space. Old habit. The Nightshade's discipline, humming beneath conscious thought.

"You knew I would."

"Of course. You're going north. Theron's deal—the Academy's recognition in exchange for your journey to find whatever Theraxis guards." The Baron's thin lips curved. "He told you the same thing he told me, I expect. The corruption waking. The city at risk. The only Dragon Singer in three centuries, conveniently available to solve a problem the Kingdom created and can't contain."

Callen said nothing. The Baron would talk. Men like him always did—not because they craved an audience, but because silence was a tool they couldn't resist filling with information shaped to serve their purposes.

"Sit down, Callen. You look like you're about to assassinate me, and while I appreciate the nostalgic quality, my neck can only crane so far these days."

Callen pulled the chair from the writing desk and sat. The distance between them was perhaps four feet—close enough to read the Baron's expressions, far enough that the chains would matter if the old man lunged. Not that he could. The body in that chair was failing in ways the mind behind those eyes refused to acknowledge.

"You mentioned the Keepers in your testimony," Callen said. "The Keepers of the Old Ways. What do you know about them?"

"Ah." The Baron's expression shifted—not surprise, exactly, but the satisfaction of a man whose bet had paid off. "Straight to the point. I appreciate that. Your wife would have circled the question three times before landing on it, but then Amara always did prefer to approach things from the flank." A pause, weighted. "How is my daughter?"

"She's not your daughter. She stopped being your daughter the night she found your compound in Kiran's blood."

Something moved behind the Baron's eyes—not guilt, never guilt, but the brief acknowledgment of a cost he'd calculated and paid. "Kiran was compromised. His Pyrin loyalties made him a security risk to work that⁠—"

"I didn't come to relitigate your crimes. The Keepers."

The Baron studied him for a long moment. Then he leaned back in his chair, the chains pooling in his lap, and began to speak with the careful precision of a man dispensing intelligence.

"The Northern Expedition—the one I described in court—found more than Vaelthrix's prison and the old sanctuary records. We found evidence of an organization that had survived the purges. Not the Dragon Singers themselves—they were destroyed, as the histories record. But their custodians. Guardians. People who'd been tasked with watching the corruption's containment sites and ensuring nothing disturbed them."

"For eight hundred years."

"For eight hundred years." The Baron's voice carried something that might have been respect. "Imagine the discipline required. Generation after generation, maintaining a vigil that most of the world had forgotten was necessary. Passing knowledge from parent to child, training in mountain warfare and drift-reading and the maintenance of defenses built by people who'd been dead for centuries. They call themselves the Keepers of the Old Ways, and they are, I assure you, not a group to be underestimated."

"How much did you learn about them?"

"Enough to know they nearly killed my expedition twice." The Baron raised one trembling hand, tracing a line in the air. "The northern passes are their territory. Every approach to the old sanctuary regions is watched, trapped, or both. The primary routes through the Ashfall Valley are seeded with drift-snares—passive constructs that alert the Keepers to any passage and can be activated remotely to disorient or disable intruders. The secondary routes through the glacier fields are worse. The Keepers collapsed key bridge points generations ago and never rebuilt them, forcing anyone who comes north to follow paths they've chosen."

He paused, watching Callen's face. Measuring what this information was worth.

"But the paths exist," Callen said.

"They exist. I mapped what I could before the Keepers drove us back." The Baron's eyes sharpened. "The eastern approach through the Coldwall Pass is the safest. The Keepers maintain a watch station at the pass's northern mouth, but it's staffed lightly—three, perhaps four sentries. Beyond that, the trail descends into a valley the locals call the Seam, where the drift energy runs so thick you can taste it. The sanctuary Theraxis guards lies at the valley's far end, perhaps six days' travel from the pass's entrance."

Callen filed the details away. The Baron was offering real intelligence—the kind that could save lives on the journey north. Which meant he wanted something.

"And the Keepers themselves? Their leadership?"

"Divided." The Baron's voice dropped, taking on the careful tone of a man sharing classified intelligence. "This is from Corvus's files—two years old at least, possibly outdated. The Keepers are not a static organization, and Corvus's access was always peripheral. But the faction dynamics he identified tend to be generational, not seasonal." "They have an Elder Council—seven members, last my sources could determine. The council splits between those who favor isolation and those who argue for engagement with the outside world. Their military arm is commanded by a man called Elder Moth—patient, methodical, utterly ruthless when he decides something constitutes a threat. His second is called Brother Cairn. Scarred. Ritual markings on his cheekbones. Moth speaks of ending threats 'whatever the cost.' Cairn is the one who carries out that philosophy."

"How do you know all this?"

A thin smile. "Because my intelligence coordinator, Corvus, spent two years studying them. Intercepting their communications. Mapping their movements. Corvus is—was—the best intelligence operative in the Kingdom. Better than the Black Veil, in many respects. The Veil was built for assassination. Corvus built a network for understanding."

"Corvus is in hiding. Your network is scattered. How are you receiving current intelligence in a prison cell?"

The Baron's thin smile didn't waver. "My defense advocates visit daily. Legal privilege—even Theron can't monitor those conversations without destroying the trial's legitimacy. And my advocates are loyal men. Loyal to the work, if not to me personally. They pass messages through the legal correspondence that enters and leaves this cell by the ream." He gestured at the desk, stacked with paper. "The Kingdom provides me writing materials because I've been cooperative. Every third page of my legal notes contains information that never reaches the court. Every fourth page contains instructions." The smile widened. "Theron suspects. He allows it because the intelligence I provide in return is worth the leakage. We have an arrangement, Callen. The Lord Regent and I understand each other perfectly—two men trading secrets, each believing he's getting the better deal."

"And exploiting."

"Understanding is exploitation, in the right hands." The Baron shifted in his chair, chains clinking. "Corvus identified something interesting about the Keepers' internal politics. Their isolationist faction has been dominant for generations, but the engagement faction has been growing. Some of the younger Keepers have been watching your Academy with considerable interest. They see what you're building and they wonder whether partnership might actually work this time."

"And the isolationists?"

"They see what you're building and they wonder how quickly it will need to be destroyed."

The words hung in the cell's close air. Callen let them settle.

"There's something else," the Baron said. His tone changed—lighter, almost casual, the way a man might mention something he'd just remembered. But Callen had spent enough years reading deception to know that this was the moment the Baron had been building toward. Every piece of intelligence before it had been the approach; this was the strike.

"The Keepers know about Nora."

The name landed in Callen's chest like a fist.

"They've known since before you did, in all likelihood. A child with Pyrin fire and Dragon Singer blood, dreaming of an ancient dragon? The Keepers have been watching for that combination for eight centuries. They have prophecies about it—or warnings, depending on which faction you ask." The Baron leaned forward, and his ruined body seemed to gather some echo of the force it had once possessed. "The engagement faction believes she might be the bridge between the old Dragon Singers and whatever comes next. The isolationists believe she might be the key that unlocks the corruption's prison. Different interpretations. Same child."

Callen's hands had gone still in his lap. He was aware of his heartbeat, suddenly too loud in the cell's silence. Aware of the anchor bracelet on his wrist—bronze and silver and iron, Nora's gift woven through it, her tiny fingers pressing metal into meaning.

"They would have found her eventually," the Baron continued, his voice almost gentle now, which made it worse. "With or without your Academy, with or without my Institute, with or without any of the events that brought us to this room. A child like Nora doesn't go unnoticed by people who've spent eight hundred years watching for exactly what she is. The only question is what they would have done when they found her."

"What would they have done?"

The Baron held his gaze. "The isolationists have, on at least two occasions that Corvus documented, eliminated children they deemed too dangerous to leave alive. Children born with abilities that might—might—risk waking things better left sleeping." His voice carried no judgment, no horror. Only fact. "Eight centuries of patience, and they can be patient eight centuries more. They've waited this long. They would wait for the right moment to act on your daughter, and you would never see it coming."

Callen's throat had gone tight. He forced himself to breathe evenly, to keep his face neutral, to give this man nothing.

"You're telling me this because you want something."

"I'm telling you this because it's true. What I want is secondary." But the Baron smiled, and the smile was a door opening onto the negotiation beneath the conversation. "Take me north, Callen. I know the paths. I know which Keepers might listen to reason and which will kill you on sight. I've spent two decades studying the corruption's origins, and I have information Theraxis needs—records from the expedition, research the court hasn't seen, data that could mean the difference between containing the corruption and watching it consume everything we've both spent our lives building."

"No."

The word came without hesitation. The Baron blinked—the first truly unguarded reaction Callen had seen.

"You're refusing⁠—"

"You murdered children. You murdered your own son-in-law. You drove your daughter into hiding and pursued your granddaughter as an experimental subject. Whatever intelligence you carry, whatever maps you've drawn, the price of your company is too high."

"The price of my absence may be higher."

"I'll take that risk."

Silence stretched between them. The Baron's smile faded, replaced by something harder—not anger, exactly, but the cold recognition of a man who had played his best card and watched it turned back.

"You'll wish you hadn't," the Baron said quietly. "The Keepers don't forgive trespassers, and they don't trust strangers. Eight centuries of patience, and they can be patient eight centuries more. Without my knowledge to guide you, you'll be walking into their territory blind."

"I've walked blind before. I'm still here."

"Are you?" The Baron's eyes moved to the anchor bracelet on Callen's wrist—Nora's gift, the braided metal that held Callen to himself when the transformation threatened to consume him. "How long, Nightshade? How long before the corruption tests that bond of yours? Before Vaelthrix finds the cracks in what you've built and pushes through? You've felt it already—I saw it in the courtroom today. The graveyard reaching for you. Tasting your bond." His voice dropped. "I've spent twenty years studying what Vaelthrix created. I understand the corruption's mechanisms better than any living person. And when it comes for you—not if, when—you'll want that understanding."

"I'll manage."

"Your confidence is admirable. Misplaced, but admirable." The Baron settled back, the chains pooling in his lap. His energy seemed to flag, the terrible intelligence behind his eyes dimming slightly as the body reasserted its declining authority. "One last thing, Callen. A gift, since you refuse the larger offer."

Callen waited.

"Corvus is still active. My network is scattered but not destroyed—you've seen the signals yourself, the servants passing intelligence, the old Veil codes repurposed for new masters. Corvus operates independently now, selling information to whichever faction pays. But the Keepers fascinate him. He's been manufacturing credentials—forged Keeper tokens, convincing enough to pass casual inspection. I don't know what he intends to do with them, but I know this: when you encounter the Keepers, not everyone wearing their symbols will be genuine. Some will be Corvus's people, embedded for purposes I can no longer direct or predict."

The intelligence settled in Callen's mind with the weight of a stone dropped into still water. Forged Keeper tokens. The Baron's network and the Keepers, entangled in ways no one fully understood.

"Why tell me this?"

"Because Corvus serves himself now, not me. And his ambitions may not align with anyone's survival." The Baron's eyes found Callen's one final time, and in that gaze was something Callen had never seen there before—something that looked, impossibly, like honesty. "I built the machine, Callen. I know what it produces. And some of the things I set in motion will outlive me. Corvus is one of them. Be careful."

Callen stood. The chair scraped against stone, the sound harsh in the cell's stillness.

"Goodbye, Baron."

"For now." The thin smile returned. "I suspect this won't be the last time we speak. The north has a way of changing one's perspective on necessary alliances."

The intelligence was precise, organized, delivered in the exact sequence designed to build from context to urgency to the emotional hook of Nora’s name. The Baron hadn’t been answering questions. He’d been giving a presentation—one he’d prepared long before Callen walked through that door. Which meant at least some of it was designed to shape Callen’s decisions rather than inform them. The question was which parts.

Callen turned and walked to the door. Behind him, the Baron's chains rustled—a small sound, almost musical, like wind through the bones of a dead thing.

The guard opened the door. Callen stepped through without looking back.


Chapter Eleven


THE PASSAGES



The servant corridors were empty at this hour.

Callen had chosen this route deliberately—the hidden passages behind the kitchens, the same ones Kira had mapped from the Baron's old palace plans, the same ones he'd explored during his nighttime walk through the capital's lower architecture. The formal corridors would have been faster, but they were also watched. After what the Baron had told him, Callen wanted time to think without observation.

The passages were narrow—barely wide enough for two men abreast—with low ceilings that forced him to duck at irregular intervals where the stonework changed from one era's construction to another. The air was close, smelling of old mortar and the faint sweetness of kitchen grease that had seeped through the walls over decades. Torches at wide intervals cast pools of amber light connected by stretches of shadow.

His mind worked through the Baron's intelligence, sorting truth from manipulation. The Keepers' existence: true—too consistent with Sera's chapel and the observer in the courtroom gallery. Their military capability: likely true—the Baron had no reason to understate a threat Callen would face regardless. The internal division: plausible, and useful if accurate. The Nora revelation⁠—

That's the hook, Kyraleth said from somewhere above the palace, the bond carrying his words across the distance between them. Everything else was bait. The information about your daughter was the hook. He wants you afraid, and afraid men make desperate choices.

It doesn't make it less true.

No. But truth delivered by a serpent is still delivered for the serpent's purposes.

Callen was reaching for a response when his instincts spoke first.

The change was subtle—a shift in the air current that didn't match the corridor's natural draft. Someone had opened a door ahead of him, recently enough that the displaced air hadn't settled. And behind him, a sound so faint that only a man who'd spent years listening for footsteps in dark corridors would have caught it: the soft compression of leather sole on stone.

The Nightshade woke.

Not the man—the reflex. The mapping of space that happened below conscious thought: corridor width (narrow, four feet), ceiling height (low, six and a half), nearest light source (eight feet ahead, torch in iron bracket), distance to the junction where this passage met the main servant route (perhaps thirty feet). One behind, closing. At least one ahead, positioned near or past the junction. Standard pincer. Crude but effective in tight quarters, where the target couldn't maneuver.

Callen's hand found his sword hilt and stayed there without drawing. His pace didn't change. He breathed through his nose, tasting the air—three bodies, not two. One behind, two ahead. The third was stationary, probably at the junction itself. The closer of the two ahead was breathing with the controlled rhythm of someone trying not to breathe at all.

Callen— Kyraleth's warning sharpened.

I know. Three of them.

I can see the palace from above. Two heat signatures moving in the eastern servants' wing, converging on your position. A third is stationary at a corridor intersection.

The Baron's network. The prison visit was the signal.

Do you need me?

In a corridor six feet wide? You'd bring the ceiling down.

I meant my eyes.

Callen opened the bond a fraction wider, and the world shifted. Through Kyraleth's aerial perception, the palace became a lattice of heat and drift energy—warm bodies glowing through stone like embers through ash. He could sense the two approaching figures with new precision: their drift signatures carried the faint, sour taint of people who'd been exposed to the Institute's work. Enhanced. Not heavily—nothing like the transformed soldiers the Baron had fielded in the war—but augmented enough to be faster and stronger than ordinary men.

The corridor's layout resolved in his mind with the clarity of a blueprint. The junction ahead was T-shaped: his passage met a wider corridor at a right angle. The stationary figure waited just around the left turn, pressed against the wall. The two approaching from ahead would come from the right.

They expected him to reach the junction and hesitate, caught between the man behind and the ambush ahead. Standard Veil doctrine: drive the target into the killing ground, then close from multiple angles.

Callen had written that doctrine. He knew its weakness.

He stopped walking.

The man behind him stopped too—half a beat late, the pause confirming his presence as clearly as a shout. Callen turned, drawing his sword in the same motion, and advanced.

The attacker wasn't expecting aggression. He'd been closing the distance carefully, a short blade held low against his thigh, trusting in the pincer to do its work. When Callen came at him instead of continuing toward the junction, the man's training stuttered—a moment of recalculation that cost him the initiative.

The corridor's narrowness worked for Callen now. The man couldn't circle, couldn't flank, couldn't use his peripheral vision. Just the straight line of the passage and the Dragon Singer filling it.

Callen closed the distance in three strides. The attacker brought his blade up—fast, enhanced reflexes making the motion a blur—but Callen had read the angle before the arm moved. He'd drilled this sequence a thousand times in the Veil's training halls: inside guard, blade deflection with the flat, shoulder check to break posture. The attacker's short blade scraped along Callen's sword and went wide. Callen's shoulder hit the man's chest and drove him back into the wall. Stone cracked behind his head. The man sagged, stunned.

Callen caught his blade arm, twisted until the wrist gave a wet pop, and stripped the weapon free. He let the man slide down the wall, already turning.

The other two were coming. He could hear them—no pretense of stealth now, boots hammering on stone. They'd heard the impact and abandoned the ambush for a straight charge.

The junction. Callen reached it in four strides and pressed himself against the right-hand wall, sword held vertical. Through Kyraleth's eyes, he tracked the two heat signatures converging from the right—running side by side in the wider corridor, which was a mistake. The wider passage allowed them to fight together, but it also meant they'd arrive at the junction simultaneously, and the junction itself was narrow.

Now, Kyraleth said.

The first attacker came around the corner fast, blade extended, expecting to find Callen somewhere down the passage they'd been herding him through. Instead, Callen was right there—inside his guard before the man could adjust. Callen's free hand caught the attacker's sword wrist and redirected the blade into the wall. Stone sparked. Callen drove his elbow into the man's throat, felt cartilage give, and shoved him sideways into his partner.

The two men tangled. One stumbled. The other kept his feet but lost his line of attack, forced to push his gasping companion aside before he could bring his own weapon to bear.

One second. Maybe two. Callen used them.

He stepped into the wider corridor and met the remaining attacker with an economy that would have made Commander Stark proud and ashamed in equal measure. The man was good—enhanced speed, solid footwork, trained patterns that Callen recognized as modified Veil technique. But recognizing the patterns meant predicting them. When the overhead strike came—inevitable, the Veil had never trained it out of their graduates—Callen stepped inside it, caught the descending arm at the elbow, and used the man's own momentum to drive him face-first into the corridor wall.

The sound was brief and final. The man dropped.

Silence. Callen stood in the corridor with three bodies around him and his breath coming in measured pulls, his pulse elevated but controlled, the sword in his hand not even bloodied. Incapacitation, not killing. That distinction mattered, even if the Nightshade's instincts had screamed otherwise.

Especially because the Nightshade's instincts had screamed otherwise.

Three down, Kyraleth confirmed. No additional heat signatures approaching. You're clear.

Callen sheathed his sword and knelt beside the nearest attacker—the last one, the best fighter. The man was unconscious, breathing in wet gasps through a damaged nose. His clothes were unremarkable: dark wool, no house colors, no insignia. The kind of anonymous uniform the Baron's network had always preferred.

Callen searched him with the methodical efficiency of someone who'd done this a hundred times before. Belt knife. Coin purse—mixed currencies, nothing traceable. A folded paper that proved to be blank—courier's protocol, the message already delivered and the paper kept for potential reuse.

And in the man's inner pocket, wrapped in oilcloth: a token.

Callen held it to the torchlight. Small, carved from pale stone—mountain stone, granite with quartz inclusions that caught the light. On one face, a symbol he didn't recognize: two concentric circles bisected by a vertical line, with smaller marks radiating from the center like a compass rose. On the reverse, script in a language he couldn't read—angular, deliberate, old.

Not Black Veil. Not Kingdom.

He thought of the chapel beneath the palace, of the symbols Sera had found there. Of the weathered face in the courtroom gallery, the mountain-hardened hands, the evaluative gaze that had watched him testify and vanished without a trace.

Keeper.

But something was wrong with it. The carving was precise—too precise. Machine-precise, lacking the small irregularities of hand-work. And the stone, while correctly sourced, had been cut rather than shaped. A Keeper token, yes—but manufactured, not earned. The kind of thing an intelligence operative would create after studying the originals closely enough to reproduce every detail except the ones that mattered.

Corvus. The Baron had warned him, and now here was the proof: the intelligence coordinator was forging Keeper credentials. Infiltrating the Keepers, or framing them for operations the Baron's network carried out, or both. Either way, it meant that when Callen encountered the real Keepers in the north, he couldn't trust their tokens. Couldn't be certain that everyone wearing their symbols was genuine.

The Baron's network and the Keepers had become entangled. And Callen was about to walk into the middle of it.

He pocketed the token, checked the other two attackers—alive, incapacitated, carrying nothing of value beyond their weapons—and straightened.

His hands were steady. His breathing was normal. The fight had lasted perhaps thirty seconds, and the Nightshade's skills had surfaced as naturally as breathing—the reading of space, the anticipation of movement, the brutal economy of close-quarters violence that Commander Stark had drilled into him until it became reflex.

That was the part that disturbed him.

Not the danger. Not the fight itself. But how easy it had been. How the years of peace—the forge, the Academy, the patient work of building something instead of destroying it—had failed to erode what lay beneath. The Nightshade wasn't a person Callen had been. The Nightshade was a set of skills written into his body's deepest architecture, and they would be there until the day he died.

He'd used them to protect himself. To survive. He would use them again, on the road north, in the mountains, wherever the journey demanded. But standing over three unconscious men in a torchlit corridor, his sword still warm from contact, Callen felt the old fear stir—not of what had been done to him, but of how naturally it returned.

You're troubled, Kyraleth observed.

I just disabled three men in thirty seconds without thinking about it. Without choosing it. The training simply… took over.

You survived. Your enemies did not die. I call that a successful outcome.

It's what comes after the success that worries me.

What comes after is you walking back to your wife and telling her what you've learned. The rest is memory, and memory only has the power you give it.

Callen left the unconscious men where they lay. Palace guards would find them soon enough, and Theron would want to know that the Baron's network still had operatives inside the palace walls. He wiped his hands on his trousers—not blood, just the grime of contact—and retraced his steps through the servant corridors, moving faster now, the need for caution replaced by the urgency of what came next.

The forged Keeper token sat in his pocket like a coal that hadn't yet decided whether to burn.


Chapter Twelve


THE NIGHTSHADE REVEALED



The bruise on Callen's ribs announced itself with every breath.

He pressed a hand to his side as they climbed the stairs to their quarters, feeling the hot pulse of damaged tissue beneath his shirt. The corridor fight had been brief—thirty seconds, three men—but the second attacker had landed a knee to his torso before Callen put him into the wall. His knuckles were split too, the skin across the first two joints of his right hand torn where it had met someone's jaw. Small costs. Acceptable costs. The costs of being the kind of man who could still do what needed doing in a dark passage with no warning and no help.

The forged Keeper token sat in his breast pocket like a question he couldn't answer.

Their quarters were lit but felt wrong when they entered. Korvain stood rigid by the window, one hand pressed to his temple, his Pyrin fire burning just beneath his skin—visible as a faint heat shimmer around his jaw and throat. Minatha sat curled in a chair, her face gray. Even Finch, who had no known sensitivity, kept rubbing his chest as if something pressed against it.

"You're hurt," Kira said, reading Callen's posture with the quick assessment of a trained fighter. Xyrsanthe stirred beneath her cloak, the dragonet's eyes catching lamplight.

"Three of the Baron's people. In the servant corridors." He lowered himself into a chair, and the movement cost him a breath he tried to hide. "The prison visit was the signal. His network is faster than we thought—operatives inside the palace walls."

Kira's expression hardened. "And the Baron? What did he give you?"

"Intelligence about the Keepers. Their routes, their leadership, their internal politics." He paused. "And a warning about Nora. The Keepers have known about her. Possibly since before we did."

The room went quiet. Kira's hand moved to Xyrsanthe. Finch stopped rubbing his chest.

"There's more," Callen continued, pulling the forged token from his pocket but not examining it yet—there would be time for that. "Found this on one of the attackers. A Keeper token. A forgery. The Baron's intelligence coordinator, Corvus, has been manufacturing credentials. Fake Keeper symbols good enough to pass casual inspection."

"Meaning when we go north—" Korvain began.

"We can't trust that every Keeper we meet is genuine. Some may be Corvus's people."

Korvain swore softly in Pyrin. His hand hadn't left his temple.

"The Hall," Minatha said before anyone could respond, her voice carrying the thin urgency of someone who'd been holding something back. "Something's building beneath it. The closer we get, the worse it feels. And those with any prior exposure to the Institute's work..." She gestured weakly at Korvain. "It's calling to whatever was put in them."

Korvain's jaw tightened. "I can manage."

"Can you?" Callen asked. "Because Harwick has been getting worse all day. He left the gallery twice during testimony. Said the pressure in his head was making it hard to think."

"Harwick had deeper modifications than I did," Korvain said. But his hand hadn't left his temple.

Callen was reaching for the token again—intending to examine it properly, to study the craftsmanship in better light—when the screaming began.

A man's voice, torn through the palace corridors. Agony given sound, rising to pitches that human throats shouldn't produce. The sound seemed to pulse in rhythm with something below—a heartbeat Callen could feel through the floor, through the walls, through his own bond with Kyraleth.

Callen— Kyraleth's warning came from miles away, the bond stretched thin across the distance between the palace and wherever the dragon circled above the capital's outskirts. Something is happening. I can feel it through you—a resonance, old and sick. What⁠—

No time. He was already moving.

He burst through the door to find chaos.

Harwick was transforming. Not the controlled, partial transformation Callen had mastered. This was something else entirely.

Scales erupted across his skin in waves of blackened chitin, spreading faster than the eye could track. His body contorted, joints bending in directions they weren't meant to bend. His eyes had rolled back, showing whites shot through with veins of black.

The smell hit next—burning flesh and something else, like rot and ozone combined. But worse was the resonance Callen felt through the drift: the graveyard below, pulsing with each wave of Harwick's transformation, feeding on his corruption as his corruption fed on it.

Korvain and two other guards were trying to restrain him. One guard was already down, clutching an arm that bent wrong.

"Get back!" Callen shouted, drawing his sword to create space.

He reached for the drift, extending his awareness into Harwick's corrupted form. What he found made his blood run cold.

The corruption was spreading from within, not without. Something had triggered it—proximity to the graveyard, compounded by the emotional weight of the trial testimony, activating dormant changes the Institute had made years ago. The pattern reminded Callen of failed experiments he'd seen in the Baron's facilities—transformation without anchor, power without control.

"Hold him," Callen ordered. "Just for a moment."

Korvain and the remaining guard threw themselves at Harwick, pinning his arms while his body thrashed and twisted between them. Callen pressed his hand to Harwick's chest, where the corruption's center pulsed like a second heartbeat.

Through the drift, he reached for Harwick's signature—not the man's mind, not his thoughts, but the pattern of energy that made him who he was. What Callen found was a signature being devoured. The corruption had wrapped itself around Harwick's core like a parasite, feeding on the emotional resonance the trial had stirred—grief, rage, horror—and using that fuel to accelerate the transformation the Baron had begun years ago.

But there was something else. Something deeper. A current of intent flowing upward from beneath the palace floor, ancient and deliberate, reaching through the corruption in Harwick's body like a hand reaching through a door.

Harwick's eyes snapped open—human for a moment, lucid and terrified.

"Voices," Harwick gasped, his words barely intelligible through a throat already thickening with scales. "Calling from below. Something old. Something that knows we're here."

"What does it want?" Callen demanded, his hand still pressed to the man's chest, feeling the drift signature fragmenting beneath his palm.

"The Singer," Harwick choked. "It can feel your bond. It hates—" His back arched, a scream tearing free. When his eyes opened again, they were no longer his own—something vast looked out through them, ancient and hungry, and Callen felt the weight of a consciousness that had been dreaming for centuries. "The first betrayer," Harwick whispered, in a voice that wasn't his. "He stirs. He wants out."

Callen pulled his hand back as if burned. The drift around Harwick had gone wrong—not just corrupted but inverted, the patterns running backward, parasitic instead of symbiotic. The hunger the old Dragon Singers had named.

"Vaelthrix," Callen said aloud. "The first Singer to fall."

"Still alive," Harwick managed—his own voice again, fading. "Beneath this city. Waiting in the darkness. And now he's waking⁠—"

Harwick convulsed, throwing both guards back. The transformation accelerated—scales covering every inch of flesh, limbs twisting into configurations that weren't human or dragon but something between.

"Let him go," Callen said quietly.

As the guards scrambled back, Callen felt something else—a pulse of pressure from below, like the graveyard acknowledging what it had claimed. Behind him, Korvain groaned and fell to one knee, his hand pressed to his neck where scales had begun to emerge.

"Korvain—"

"I'm fighting it," Korvain gasped. "The proximity. The emotional weight. It's trying to reach all of us who were touched." He looked up, his face strained but holding. "I won't let it take me."

But the corruption wasn't listening to declarations. Callen could see it through his drift-sense—tendrils of dark energy reaching upward from beneath the palace floor, probing for the Institute's modifications buried in Korvain's body the way roots probe for water. They found purchase in the scales at his neck, in the subtle alterations the Baron's surgeons had made to his musculature, and began to pull. Not violently, not the way they'd consumed Harwick. This was subtler—a patient invitation, a door being held open.

Korvain snarled—a sound more animal than human—and his Pyrin fire answered.

The flames erupted from his core outward, not the controlled manifestation Callen had seen in training but something raw and desperate. Orange-gold fire raced along Korvain's skin, following the paths the corruption had taken, burning where the tendrils had tried to root. The heat was intense enough that Callen stepped back, shielding his face. For a terrible moment, Korvain blazed like a torch in the dim corridor—fire pouring from his hands, his throat, the scaled patches at his neck where corruption and Pyrin heritage warred for dominance.

The corruption recoiled. Callen felt it through the drift—the tendrils withdrawing from Korvain's body like fingers pulled from a flame, retreating back toward the graveyard below. The scales at Korvain's neck cracked, blackened, and crumbled away like ash.

Then Korvain's fire guttered.

It didn't go out—not entirely. But the blaze that had driven the corruption back collapsed into something small and uncertain, a candle flame where a bonfire had been. Korvain slumped forward onto his hands, his breath coming in ragged gasps, steam rising from his skin in thin ribbons. His arms trembled with the effort of holding himself up.

"Korvain." Callen knelt beside him. The Pyrin warrior's face was ashen, his eyes glassy. The heat that normally radiated from his body—the warmth that was as natural to him as breathing—had dimmed to almost nothing. When Callen gripped his shoulder, the skin beneath his shirt felt cool. Wrong.

"I burned through it," Korvain managed, his voice rough as gravel. "The corruption. Used everything I had to push it out." He tried to summon flame in his palm. A few sparks flickered, then died. He stared at his empty hand with the expression of a man who'd reached for a sword and found air. "It'll come back. The fire always comes back."

But his voice held doubt. And Callen, who had watched the Baron's subjects lose themselves by pieces, filed that doubt away in the place where the worst fears lived.

In his final moments, Harwick's eyes cleared. Human eyes, full of fear and pain.

"Tell them," he whispered. "Tell them it's coming. The corruption. The betrayer. He's going to⁠—"

The light left his eyes. His body shuddered, then collapsed inward, scales crumbling to ash, until nothing remained but a shape burned into the floor—a shape that looked like a dragon.

Silence fell. Callen looked at the burned outline, then at Korvain, who was slowly rising on legs that didn't want to hold him.

He thought of Harwick at the reception—the careful hope in his voice when he'd asked about the Academy, the hand moving unconsciously to the collar that hid what the Institute had done to him fifteen years ago. Come to the Academy, Callen had said. We may be able to help. The promise sat in his chest like a stone.

Kira had appeared beside the Pyrin warrior, one hand steadying his arm without comment.

The scales on his neck were gone—not receded but burned away, leaving patches of reddened skin that would scar. His face was ashen, but his eyes were clear.

"The connection," Korvain said roughly. "I felt it try to pull me in. Harwick's transformation—it was like a door opening. The thing below tried to reach through, touch all of us who carry the Baron's modifications."

"But you resisted."

"Barely. And I'm not sure I could do it again. Not soon." He flexed his fingers, looking for the fire that should have lived in every gesture. The faintest glow answered—embers, not flames. "If I'd been closer to the Hall..." He shook his head. "We can't go back there. Anyone with prior exposure—the graveyard will use them."

"What happened?" Minatha asked from the doorway, her face pale. "I felt it from our quarters. Like something vast turning its attention toward us."

"Something waking up," Callen said. "Something that's been waiting beneath this city for centuries. And the trial—all that emotional energy concentrated above it—it's feeding whatever lies below."

"The rules are becoming clear," Finch said, his voice shaky but analytical. "Proximity to the Hall increases susceptibility. Prior exposure to the Institute's work creates vulnerability. Emotional intensity—grief, rage, fear—seems to accelerate the connection." He looked at Korvain's neck, where raw, reddened skin showed where faint scale-marks had been burned away. "Those with the deepest modifications are at greatest risk. But anyone who's been touched at all..."

"Is a potential door," Callen finished. "We need to leave. Tonight if possible."

He turned toward the corridor, and his hand brushed the pocket where the forged Keeper token sat. In the aftermath of Harwick's death, with the smell of ozone and burned flesh still hanging in the air and a dragon-shaped scar darkening the floor, the token felt like a dispatch from a different war—one fought with paper and deception rather than corruption and fire.

But the wars were connected. That was the Baron's gift, his final manipulation: intelligence that made the world more dangerous to navigate, not less.

Callen drew the token out and held it to the lamplight. In the steadier illumination of their quarters, the forgery was easier to read. The carving was precise—two concentric circles bisected by a vertical line, compass-rose marks radiating from center. Mountain granite with quartz inclusions. At a glance, in poor light, it would pass. But under proper scrutiny, the wrongness revealed itself. The symbols lacked the small asymmetries of hand-work, the maker's individual pressure that turned craft into identity. Machine-even where genuine craft would vary. And the stone itself was wrong—uniform gray where real mountain granite would show the veining and mineral variation of stone quarried from a specific place, carrying the character of its origin the way wine carries terroir. And when Callen extended his drift-sense toward it—pressing awareness into the stone the way he'd test the temper of a blade—he found nothing. No resonance. No signature. No accumulated intent from years of handling by someone who lived in the drift the way the Keepers must. The token was inert. Dead stone carved to look alive.

But drift-reading had limits Callen couldn't ignore. He could distinguish a forgery from a genuine article when he held both. What he couldn't do was distinguish a genuine Keeper from a Corvus agent who carried a stolen genuine token—taken from a dead Keeper, or traded, or seized. The forgery problem wasn't just about the tokens. It was about the people who carried them.

Good enough to fool a checkpoint. Good enough to bluff a guard who'd never held the genuine article. But to anyone with drift-sensitivity—to a real Keeper, or to Callen—it was costume jewelry. Which raised the question that settled in his gut like cold iron: what else had Corvus forged? What orders circulated under Keeper symbols that no Keeper had issued? What alliances had been proposed, what threats delivered, what truths twisted by a man wearing a mask no one knew to look for?

He pocketed the token as footsteps approached from down the corridor.

Not a servant's careful tread. These footsteps were fast, slightly uneven—the gait of a man who'd been running and forced himself to walk for the last twenty paces.

Lord Regent Theron appeared in their doorway.

He was not wearing his formal robes. The dark tunic and worn trousers—merchant's clothes, the garments of a man who did actual work rather than performed it—were rumpled, and there was a quality to his face that Callen had never seen on it before. The political calculation was still there, running beneath the surface like a river beneath ice. But the ice had cracked. His eyes were wider than they should have been. A muscle in his jaw worked in a rhythm that matched his pulse. His gaze swept the corridor behind Callen, found the burned outline on the floor, and stopped.

The Lord Regent of the Eastern Kingdoms stared at the dragon-shaped scar where a man had died, and for three seconds he was not a politician. He was a father whose daughter slept in an Academy built atop drift energy, whose gifted child might carry exactly the kind of vulnerability that had just consumed Lord Harwick from the inside out.

"How many?" Theron asked. His voice was controlled, but the control was new—applied in the last few minutes rather than worn like a second skin.

"One dead. Lord Harwick." Callen positioned himself where he could read Theron's face and the exit simultaneously. Old habit. "Korvain was affected but fought it off. Anyone with Institute modifications in this palace is at risk."

Theron's gaze moved from the burned outline to Korvain, who leaned against the wall with Kira's quiet support, his diminished fire visible in the pallor of his skin and the steam that no longer rose from his shoulders. The Lord Regent's expression shifted—the fear didn't leave, but calculation layered over it, the two coexisting in the way Callen had come to recognize as distinctly Theron. The man was terrified and already working out how to use the terror.

"My advisors felt it," Theron said, moving into the room. He didn't ask permission. "The drift-readers posted around the Hall. Their instruments spiked—readings they couldn't explain, frequencies they've never documented. Two of them collapsed." He paused at the burned outline, studying it the way he studied everything—with the intensity of a man filing information for later use. "Then I received word about Harwick."

"Close the door," Callen said. "What I'm about to tell you confirms what your drift-readers found. And it changes the timeline for everything."

Theron closed the door. He didn't move to the chair Callen offered. He stood, and the standing had the quality of a man bracing himself.

"One of my men just died," Callen said flatly. "Consumed by corruption that shouldn't have been able to reach him. Something beneath this city—beneath the Hall of Judgment—used the trial's emotional energy to activate dormant Institute modifications in his blood. The corruption fed on him until there was nothing left. And it's not finished. It reached for Korvain. It will reach for anyone else in this city who carries the Baron's work in their body."

"How many people is that?" Theron asked, and the question was pure calculation—a Lord Regent tallying his vulnerability.

"I don't know. Dozens? Hundreds? The Baron wasn't exactly forthcoming about the full scope of his experiments." Callen let that settle. "But every one of them is a potential door for what's waking up down there. And the longer the trial continues—the more grief, rage, and horror we concentrate above that graveyard—the wider those doors open."


Chapter Thirteen


DECISIONS MADE



Theron was quiet for a moment. Then he moved to the window, looking out at the rain-swept city—the same gesture Callen had seen him make a dozen times, the posture of a man surveying what he was responsible for. But tonight the city looked different. Tonight it was a map of buried threats, every street potentially undermined by what slept beneath the oldest stones.

"Before we discuss what happens next," Theron said quietly, "I need you to understand why I'm having this conversation at all. Why I'm not simply managing this situation through official channels."

"I assumed it was because official channels weren't working."

"They're not. But that's not the reason." Theron moved to the windowsill, his hand resting on the stone. "My daughter is at your Academy, Master Nasinth. As you well know."

Callen said nothing. Elainak—thirteen years old, dark hair like her father's, hands that had begun sparking with uncontrolled fire the night Theron had given her up. Callen remembered the quarry, the farewell: I don't want to become anything! I just want to go home! And Theron kneeling before her, whispering something the narrative never revealed, then walking away without looking back.

"Last week," Theron continued, his voice carefully even, "men visited the settlement's supply convoy at the eastern crossroads. Well-dressed, polite. They asked the convoy master questions about the Academy's students—specifically about certain families and their connections to the capital. Then they left a package for Elainak." His jaw tightened. "A ribbon. Her favorite color. With a note saying they hoped she was enjoying her studies."

Callen felt the cold spreading through his chest. "The Baron's network."

"I can't prove it. That's the elegance of it—they don't threaten, they demonstrate. They showed me they know where she is, what she likes, that your settlement's security isn't as impenetrable as Commander Lysara believes." Theron's laugh was bitter, hollow. "The network doesn't need to do anything. It just needs to know things, and let the right people know it knows."

"Information as leverage." Callen's voice was flat. He thought of Nora—of what he would do, what he would become, if someone sent her a gift wrapped in implied violence. He thought of the Baron's words in the prison cell: The Keepers know about her, you know. They've known since before you did. Threats from every direction, converging on the children.

"Precisely. They've mapped the movements of half the council's families. Who has affairs. Who has debts. Who has children studying abroad." Theron met Callen's eyes, and the fear there was naked now, unguarded. "You have a daughter too, Master Nasinth. You understand what it means to have something precious that others can threaten."

The admission hung between them—a powerful man confessing weakness to someone he barely knew.

"I visited the Baron tonight," Callen said. "Before the ambush."

Theron's eyes sharpened. "I authorized that meeting an hour ago."

"And within the hour, his network sent three operatives to kill me in your palace's servant corridors." Callen let the implications settle. "His reach extends further than either of us estimated. He told me things about the Keepers—their locations, their leadership, their vulnerabilities. He offered to guide us north in exchange for being taken along. I refused."

"Good." Theron's voice was flat. "What else did he say?"

"That his intelligence coordinator, Corvus, has been manufacturing forged Keeper credentials. That the Keepers' organization is divided between factions that might help us and factions that might kill us. And that the Keepers have known about my daughter since before we did." He paused. "He also told me what happened tonight would happen. Not in those words. But he knew the corruption was reaching. He's studied it for twenty years. He understands its mechanisms better than anyone alive."

Theron absorbed this in silence. Callen watched the calculation run behind his eyes—the weighing of intelligence, the assessment of threat, the political geometry reshaping itself around new data. Then Theron looked at the burned outline on the corridor floor, visible through the open doorway, and the calculation faltered.

"That could have been Elainak," Theron said quietly. "If she'd been here instead of at the Academy. If the modifications Stark began on her had progressed further before I got her out." His voice carried the particular rawness of a man who had just done the math on his daughter's survival and found the margin thinner than he'd known.

"The Northern Expedition," Theron began, his voice steadying as he moved to safer ground. "The one the Baron described in his testimony. He told the truth about that, as far as it goes. What he didn't tell you is what else they found."

"Theraxis," Callen said. "The ancient dragon. And Vaelthrix, the Singer who created the corruption."

Theron's eyes widened slightly. "You already know."

"I've been asking questions. Finding pieces." Callen leaned against the wall, the bruise in his ribs pulsing with his heartbeat. "What I don't know is how it connects to what's happening now."

Theron nodded slowly. "Vaelthrix isn't dead. He's in stasis—preserved beneath the Hall of Judgment. The expedition brought him back years ago, thinking the dragon graveyard's energy would contain him. Instead, he's been slowly waking. Feeding on the drift energy concentrated in this city."

Callen felt the pieces falling into place. "The trial. All those witnesses, all that emotion—you've been feeding him."

"Not intentionally. By the time we understood, stopping the trial would have raised more questions than it answered." Theron's voice turned bitter. "And there were those who argued we should let him wake. That a Dragon Singer of his power, bound to our service, would be worth any cost."

"Bound to your service?" Callen laughed, the sound harsh in the quiet room. "Vaelthrix created the corruption to destroy partnership between humans and dragons. You think you can control something like that?"

"I don't. But others in the council..." Theron shook his head. "It doesn't matter now. What happened to Harwick—that was Vaelthrix reaching out, testing his influence. He'll grow stronger with each day. Eventually, he'll break free entirely."

"How long?" Callen asked.

"Weeks. Perhaps less. The drift-readers' models show the containment degrading at an accelerating rate—each breach weakens what remains, and each weakness invites the next breach. By midsummer, the containment will fail entirely." Theron's voice carried the brittle precision of a man who had asked his experts the same question and received an answer he didn't want. "Theraxis is the only living being who understands the original seal. If you reach him before the containment fails, there may be a chance to reinforce it—or to learn whatever he knows about a permanent solution. If you don't…" He left the sentence unfinished. The silence said enough.

"And then?"

"Then the corruption returns. Faster than before—Vaelthrix has had centuries to refine his weapon." Theron met Callen's eyes. "Including yours. Your bond with Kyraleth would be among his first targets."

The threat hung in the air between them. Callen felt Kyraleth's presence flare in his mind, protective and fierce.

If he threatens our bond⁠—

He's not threatening. He's warning.

"Why tell me this?" Callen asked. "Why not simply let it happen and deal with the consequences?"

"Because there might be another way." Theron moved to the desk—not his formal study but the writing table in their quarters, borrowing it without asking, producing a document from inside his tunic with the practiced ease of a man who always carried the essential paper. "The Northern Expedition found more than Vaelthrix. They found records from the sanctuary Theraxis guards. Information about how the first corruption was contained."

"The dragon sealed it. Sealed himself away with his corrupted partner."

"Sealed it temporarily. The seal was always meant to be a stopgap until someone could learn the proper solution." Theron offered the document to Callen. "Theraxis has been waiting for a Dragon Singer capable of completing what he couldn't finish alone."

"The only Dragon Singer in three hundred years."

"You, Callen. Whatever else you were, whatever crimes you've committed, you're the first person in generations who might be able to fix what Vaelthrix broke."

Callen stared at the document in his hands without reading it. The offer was clear enough—go north, find Theraxis, learn whatever ancient secrets the dragon possessed.

"And in exchange?" he asked.

"In exchange, the Academy receives permanent recognition. Protection that no council vote can revoke. Your students, your family, everything you've built—safe, regardless of what the trial decides." Theron paused. "And the Baron's conviction is guaranteed. Whatever leverage he thinks he has dies with him."

The offer hung between them—everything Callen had come to the capital seeking.

"And if I refuse?" Callen asked.

Theron's expression didn't change, but something cooled behind his eyes. "Then the situation becomes more difficult. For everyone." He paused, and in that pause Callen heard the architecture of the threat before Theron built it. "Your Black Veil history would become common knowledge. Documented. Distributed to every noble house that might consider sending children to your Academy. The network I mentioned? They already have the details. They've offered to sell them to Vesren's faction three times. I've been the one buying their silence."

The warmth drained from the room. Callen understood now: the offer and the threat were two faces of the same coin.

"You're not giving me a choice," Callen said quietly. "You're giving me the illusion of one."

Theron didn't flinch. "I'm giving you a path forward that serves both our interests. The alternative serves neither."

The words landed with the weight of familiarity. Callen had heard this voice before—not Theron's specifically, but this tone. The measured certainty of a man explaining political reality as though it were weather. I'm not threatening you, Master Nasinth. I'm explaining political reality. Theron had said that once, on a campfire-lit evening during the journey to Aldermere. Before Vanish's murder. Before the coup. Before everything.

And before Theron, Vanish himself had played the same game—offering recognition and protection through a royal charter, in exchange for inspectors and shared research. Before Vanish, the Baron had offered legitimacy and safety to anyone who submitted to his Institute. The throne changed hands. The methods endured.

"Vanish offered me partnership," Callen said. "Then used the Black Veil to hunt gifted children. The Baron offered me recognition. Then murdered Vanish and framed me for it." He met Theron's eyes. "You're the third Lord Regent to offer me a deal, Theron. Forgive me if the pattern makes me cautious."

Something shifted in Theron's expression—not offense, but recognition. The self-awareness that separated him from his predecessors: he knew exactly what he was doing, and he did not dress it in noble language.

"The difference," Theron said, "is that I'm not pretending this is anything other than what it is. Vanish believed his own idealism. The Baron believed his own necessity. I believe in outcomes." He paused. "And the outcome of your refusal is the corruption consuming everything we've both spent years building. Including the Academy where my daughter sleeps."

There it was. The father beneath the politician—the man who had walked away from Elainak without looking back because looking back would have broken him.

"And your daughter?" Callen asked. "If I succeed—if we stop what's waking beneath this city—does that end the threats against her?"

"If you succeed, the Baron's network loses its most valuable commodity—the secrets they're threatening to release. And I'll have proof of what they've been doing, enough to burn it out." His voice hardened. "And if you fail, none of it will matter. The corruption won't spare my daughter any more than it will spare yours."

It's not really a choice, Kyraleth observed.

No. It's not.

Callen looked at the document in his hands. Somewhere in the northern mountains, a dragon had been waiting for centuries.

"After tonight, there's no two-day timeline," Callen said finally. "What happened to Harwick will happen again. Every hour we stay in this city, we're feeding what sleeps below. We leave at dawn."

Theron's relief was visible—a slackening of tension in his shoulders that he couldn't quite disguise with political composure. "Dawn. I'll have provisions and horses waiting at the eastern gate. You'll travel with a small group—anyone you choose, within reason. And I'll provide what resources I can, though they must be given quietly."

"Kira. Korvain, if his fire recovers enough to travel. Minatha for drift-reading. Finch for the historical knowledge." Callen paused. "Amara stays."

Something flickered in Theron's expression—surprise, perhaps, that Callen would separate from his wife voluntarily. "She'll be safer here than in the north."

"And Elhan?" Theron asked.

"Stays with Amara. His combat training makes him her best protection if the network moves against her, and his Ashen Oath contacts in the capital give her an intelligence channel that doesn't run through your people." Callen held Theron's gaze. "No offense."

"None taken. I'd do the same."

"She'll be more useful here than safe. Someone has to maintain our presence at the trial. Watch the factions. Monitor what's left of the Baron's network." He thought of Amara's face in the lamplight, her hands steady on the table, the quiet fury that had driven her to threaten Lord Vesren's messenger without raising her voice. "She has contacts from her old life. People who owed favors to Lady Selwyn. She'll use them."

"Your wife is a formidable woman."

"She's the Baron's daughter. She learned political warfare from the best and uses it for better purposes." Callen met Theron's eyes. "Protect her. If anything happens to her while I'm gone⁠—"

"Nothing will happen to her. I give you my word as Lord Regent."

"Your predecessors' words weren't worth much."

"No," Theron agreed, without offense. "They weren't. Mine will have to prove themselves." He straightened, and the Lord Regent settled back over the frightened father like armor being buckled on. "One more thing. The Baron—whatever he told you tonight about the Keepers, about the north. Assume he told you exactly what he wanted you to know, in exactly the order he wanted you to know it. Every piece of intelligence is a piece of the game he's playing from inside that cell."

"I know."

"Do you?" Theron's gaze was steady. "Because the Baron doesn't give information freely. He invests it. And investments are meant to produce returns."

Callen nodded slowly, then walked out into the corridor. The door closed behind him, and he stood alone in the dim passage, feeling the weight of what he'd just agreed to.

A journey into the unknown, Kyraleth said. Against an enemy who's had centuries to prepare.

Against an enemy who nearly destroyed the world once before.

At least we won't be bored.

The dragon's dark humor helped, slightly. Callen began walking back toward their quarters, past the dragon-shaped burn scar on the floor where Lord Harwick had died, past the guards who had gathered at a distance and now stood in the uneasy posture of men who'd seen something they couldn't explain and didn't want to see again.

In the common room, Korvain sat by the fire with a blanket over his shoulders, Kira beside him, Minatha pressing a cool cloth to the burns at his neck where his own fire had scoured the corruption away. The Pyrin warrior's color was marginally better—warmth returning to his skin in slow degrees, like coals rebuilding from ash. But when he tried to summon flame in his palm to prove he was ready, only sparks answered.

"It'll come back," Kira said, with the quiet certainty of someone who knew what it meant to fight your own body. "The fire always comes back."

Korvain looked at her—at the permanent scales along her jawline, the ones that never faded, the physical record of what her father had done—and nodded. Between them, an understanding that needed no words: the modified and the corrupted, holding each other up.

Callen told them what Theron had offered. Dawn departure. Northern expedition. Everything they'd come to the capital seeking, bought with a journey into the mountains where an ancient dragon waited and a corruption older than the Kingdom stirred in its prison.

No one argued. No one asked to stay behind.

Finch began packing his documents. Minatha started inventorying their supplies. Kira checked her blades.

And Callen sat alone by the window for a long moment, already calculating what he'd need, who he'd take, what he'd tell Amara—and how to say goodbye to a woman who had already survived more goodbyes than anyone should have to bear.

Behind him, beneath the palace, beneath the city, something old stirred in its prison. And for the first time in eight hundred years, Vaelthrix—the first Dragon Singer to fall, the architect of corruption—began to dream of freedom in earnest.


Chapter Fourteen


THE NORTHERN ROAD



Dawn came gray and reluctant, the sun struggling through clouds that hadn't decided whether to rain again.

Callen stood in the palace courtyard with his traveling pack at his feet and his sword at his hip, watching his people assemble. The bruise along his ribs had darkened overnight into something impressive—a mottled continent of purple and black that announced itself every time he bent to check a strap or tighten a buckle. He moved carefully, favoring the left side without drawing attention to it, though Kira's eyes tracked the compensation with the quiet precision of someone who'd catalogued injuries her whole life.

Five horses waited at the eastern stable block, chosen by Theron's master of horse for endurance rather than speed. Good mountain stock—short-backed, thick-legged, the kind of animal that wouldn't panic at a narrow ledge or a sudden gust. Callen approved. Where they were going, temperament mattered more than pace.

Kira arrived first, Xyrsanthe a warm presence beneath her traveling cloak. The dragonet's eyes gleamed in the early light—alert, watchful, reflecting the same readiness Callen saw in Kira's face. She'd cut her hair shorter for travel, the scales at her jawline visible above her collar without apology. She was nineteen. Seven years since Stark first pressed foreign scales into her skin and called it evolution. Seven years of fighting what her father's gift tried to make her.

"The north," she said quietly, falling into step beside him as he moved along the line of horses. "They say it's dangerous for anyone who carries the corruption's touch." Her hand moved unconsciously to her collarbone, where the permanent scales her father had forced into her skin lay hidden beneath cloth. "Xyrsanthe says she'll anchor me. That our bond is strong enough."

"Can you sense anything? Any pull toward what we're seeking?"

"Not yet. But I feel... aware. Like something in the north knows I'm coming." She paused, then added with the careful honesty Callen had learned to expect from her: "I won't pretend that doesn't frighten me. But I've spent my whole life fighting what my father put in my blood. I'd rather walk toward the source than wait for it to find me."

Korvain came next. His Pyrin heritage had always been evident in the way he moved through cold mornings without seeming to feel them—but this morning was different. He wore a heavier cloak than usual, collar turned up, and when he exhaled, no steam rose from his breath. The fire that should have warmed him from within was still guttering, banked to embers by the desperate burn that had driven the corruption from his body the night before. He caught Callen looking and shook his head once—a warning not to raise it publicly.

His armor was practical—leather and light steel, nothing that would slow him on mountain terrain. The burns at his neck where his own fire had scoured away the corruption were dressed with clean bandages, the work of Amara's steady hands sometime before dawn.

Minatha arrived with Finch, the two of them carrying enough books and papers between them to supply a small library. Finch had argued for twice as many; Minatha had argued for none. The compromise leaned heavily toward Finch.

"I've mapped what the Baron revealed against the Archive's northern survey records," Finch said, already breathless with the weight of his saddlebags. "His description of the Coldwall Pass approach is consistent with a route documented in the Third Age survey—though that survey notes the route was considered impassable by the time of the Fourth Expedition. If the Keepers collapsed bridge points as the Baron claims, they did so selectively. The route was left navigable, just difficult. Which tells us something about their intentions."

"It tells us they want to control who gets through," Kira said. "Not prevent it entirely."

"Precisely."

While the others loaded provisions, Callen pulled Korvain aside. The Pyrin warrior's face was drawn, the lines around his mouth deeper than they'd been yesterday.

"How bad?" Callen asked.

Korvain held out his right hand, palm up, and concentrated. For a long moment, nothing happened. Then a flicker—weak, orange, no bigger than a candle's flame—danced across his fingertips before dying. He closed his fist around the absence.

"It's coming back. Slowly. Like a muscle that's been torn—I can feel it healing, but it's not there yet." He met Callen's eyes. "I can still fight. The fire was never the only weapon I carried."

"I'm not questioning your capability. I'm asking if you're ready for what the north might demand."

"I burned the corruption out of my own body, Callen. Whatever the north demands, it won't find me easy."

The words carried conviction. But Callen had seen the fear behind them—the same fear he'd seen on Korvain's face in the corridor, staring at an empty hand where fire should have lived. A Pyrin without fire was a wound that went deeper than flesh. He filed it away and moved on, because that was what leaders did with the fears they couldn't fix.

Pyrin fire was internal—born in the blood, sustained by will and heritage. The corruption was external, grafted onto Korvain’s biology by the graveyard’s influence. Fire and corruption occupied the same space in his body, and Korvain had forced his fire to choose: consume the invader or be consumed. The fire had won—but at a cost that left it guttering like a candle in wind. Kira couldn’t have done the same. Her corruption wasn’t grafted—it was woven into her at the cellular level by Stark’s surgery, fused so deeply that burning it out would mean burning herself.

"One question before we ride," Finch said, looking up from his saddlebags with the expression of a man who'd been running calculations. "Why aren't we flying?"

The others turned. It was the obvious question—Kyraleth could cross in hours what would take them days on horseback.

Tell them, Callen sent.

Kyraleth's voice entered the space between them, warm but edged with something that might have been caution. I can carry Callen alone. Adding four more bodies plus supplies would ground me before we cleared the foothills. A pause. But the weight isn't the true problem. The northern territories carry... boundaries. Invisible lines in the drift that warn dragons away. Old defenses—Keeper-built, I think, though they feel older than eight centuries. Corrupted drift currents thread between them like poison in a river. Any dragon flying those skies becomes a target and a vulnerability.

"He'll scout ahead in short flights," Callen translated for Finch's benefit, since the scholar couldn't hear Kyraleth directly. "Drop down to assist if we need him. But sustained flight through the north would put him—and us—at risk."

"So we ride," Korvain said flatly.

"We ride."

Theron appeared as they were finishing preparations—not in formal robes this time, but the same merchant's clothing from last night, as if he'd never changed. As if he'd been working through the dark hours while they slept. The shadows beneath his eyes confirmed it.

"The northern garrisons have been instructed to provision you without questions," he said. "Beyond the Ashwall, you're on your own."

"We expected that."

"I know." Theron paused, and something shifted behind his careful expression. "Master Nasinth. My daughter is at your Academy. If your journey north reveals anything that changes the nature of the threat—anything that affects the people in your settlement's care—I would appreciate knowing. Regardless of what it costs me politically."

"You'll know."

A nod. Theron's gaze moved to the dragon-shaped burn scar that was still visible through the corridor's open door—the outline where Lord Harwick had died, already darkening into the stone like a brand. The Lord Regent stared at it for a moment with the expression of a man counting costs he hadn't anticipated, then turned and walked back into the palace without another word. His shoulders were set. His stride was steady. But Callen had seen the way his hand trembled against his thigh, and he recognized the particular discipline of a man holding himself together through will alone.

The Lord Regent vanished into the building's interior. Behind him, the palace swallowed the sound of his footsteps the way the capital swallowed everything—quietly, completely, as if it had never been.

Before the others arrived at the courtyard, before the horses were saddled and the provisions loaded, Callen had stood alone in the gray predawn light and reached for his daughter.

He'd gone to the window of their quarters, pressing his fingers to the anchor bracelet at his wrist—bronze and silver and iron, Nora's braided gift, the fire-glass strand still warm after all these weeks. The distance between them was vast. Hundreds of miles of lowland and mountain, the capital's sprawl and the long roads south and east to the Academy's valley. At this range, their connection should have been a whisper. Fragments. Emotional impressions without shape.

Instead, Nora's presence bloomed in his mind like a coal uncovered—steady, warm, carrying the particular bright clarity that meant she was concentrating. She'd felt him reaching.

Papa. The word came through clean, unbroken, with none of the fragmentary quality their long-distance communication usually carried. Her control had grown in the weeks since he'd left the settlement. Grown faster than it should have.

I'm leaving the capital today. Going north. I wanted you to hear it from me.

I know. I felt it last night—the corruption reaching. The man who died. A pause weighted with things a nine-year-old shouldn't have to feel. Are you hurt?

Bruised. Nothing your mother can't fix. He caught himself. Nothing that won't heal on its own.

Nora's warmth pulsed through the connection—not words, but the feeling of her, the fierce and stubborn love she carried like a torch. And then, beneath it, threaded through the edges of her presence like a harmony beneath a melody, Callen felt something else.

A second awareness. Younger than Nora's, not yet shaped into language—more impression than thought, more curiosity than intention. It pressed against the edges of their bond the way a child presses its face to a window: watching, learning, cataloguing. There was fire in it, but fire of a different quality than Nora's—not the white-hot blaze of a Bridge-child's power, but something golden, patient, and profoundly attentive.

Solara.

The dragonet inside the egg was listening. Had been listening, perhaps, for weeks—absorbing Nora's love for her father the way she absorbed warmth through the shell, building a picture of the man her partner's heart was tied to. Callen felt Solara's attention settle on him with the delicate precision of a hatchling testing a new surface with its tongue. He was being evaluated. Measured. Filed away in a consciousness that hadn't yet drawn its first breath but was already forming opinions.

She's curious about you, Nora sent, a flicker of amusement coloring the words. She wants to know why I worry so much.

Tell her I'm worth worrying about.

I tell her everything. She listens to all of it. A beat. Be careful, Papa. Whatever's in the north—I can feel it from here. It's old. And it's hungry.

I know.

Come home.

The connection faded—not breaking, but thinning, like a thread stretched to its limit but holding. Nora's warmth remained as a distant ember against his sternum, and beneath it, Solara's golden attention, quieter now but still present. Still watching.

Callen had stood at the window for a long moment after, his fingers on the anchor bracelet, feeling the dual warmth against his skin. His daughter and the dragon who would one day be her partner, already woven together, already stronger than the distance should allow.

Then he'd shouldered his pack and gone to meet the dawn.
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Amara was the last to come to the courtyard.

She'd dressed for her new role—the deep blue of House Selwyn, formal enough for court, practical enough for the work beneath it. The sapphire earrings caught the gray light. Her medical bag hung from one shoulder—even Lady Selwyn didn't leave home without her healer's supplies.

She embraced Kira first. The two women held each other for a moment longer than formality required—Amara's hand pressing briefly against the scales at Kira's jawline, a healer's touch that was also a mother's, acknowledging the danger the younger woman carried in her blood without naming it. She spoke briefly with Korvain, pressing a small packet of medicines into his hands —burn salve, bloodwort, drift-sickness remedy, the same supplies she'd packed for every journey since their flight from the Pyrin sanctuary, because crisis was a country they kept visiting and Amara always packed for the return trip. She clasped Finch's shoulder and told him to eat, which made the scholar blink with startled gratitude.

Then she came to Callen.

She took his arm and drew him away from the others, around the corner of the stable block where the courtyard's torchlight didn't reach and the gray dawn was their only witness. The cobblestones were wet. Somewhere in the palace, a clock struck the half hour.

"I've been busy since midnight," she said, and her voice carried the clipped efficiency of Lady Selwyn—the armor she'd donned like a second skin. "Three messages sent through old channels. Lady Margrave owes me a favor from before Nora was born—she has eyes inside Vesren's household and she'll use them. Lord Garen's wife, Helena, was my mother's closest friend; she's agreed to pass along anything she hears about the Baron's network operating within the capital. And I've reached one of Lysara's contacts in the merchant quarter—a woman named Sera, who runs a textile house that does rather more listening than weaving."

Callen recognized the pattern. Amara building a network the way she built everything—methodically, with materials already at hand, shaping what existed rather than starting from nothing. The Baron's daughter, using her father's methods for purposes he'd never intended.

"That's three sources in twelve hours," he said.

"Four. I also had a very productive conversation with Lord Theron's personal aide. The man is terrified of what happened to Harwick and desperate for allies. He'll feed me anything that crosses Theron's desk, provided I don't tell Theron where the information came from." The faintest smile. "I may have implied that the Dragon Singer Academy keeps extensive records of political favors. He didn't question it."

"You're frightening when you do this."

"I'm my father's daughter." The words came without bitterness this time—just acknowledgment. A tool was a tool, regardless of who'd forged it. "I'll have a reliable intelligence picture within the week. Faction movements, network activity, trial developments. I'll send coded dispatches to the northern garrisons where Theron's people can relay them."

She'd been planning this since the moment she'd decided to stay. Perhaps before. Perhaps since the night they'd arrived in the capital and she'd felt the old identity settling over her like a garment she'd never fully discarded.

Then the efficiency cracked.

It happened the way it always did with Amara—not a collapse but a fracture, visible only to someone who knew exactly where to look. Her spine stayed straight. Her chin stayed level. But her hands, which had been clasped behind her back in the posture of a woman delivering a briefing, found each other and squeezed—white-knuckled, trembling once before she stilled them.

"The intelligence doesn't frighten me," she said, and her voice had changed—lower, stripped of the Lady Selwyn cadence, raw in a way she permitted only with him. "The capital doesn't frighten me. I've survived my father. I can survive his echoes."

She looked at him, and her eyes were the eyes of the woman he'd married—not the noblewoman, not the healer, not the Baron's daughter wielding political warfare like a scalpel. Just Amara. The woman who'd held a baby in the dark and run.

"What frightens me is what you're walking toward. The corruption. The thing that took Harwick apart in front of us. The ancient dragon and the ancient monster and whatever the Keepers have waiting in those mountains." Her voice didn't waver, but the effort of keeping it steady was visible in the tendons of her neck. "You'll be beyond my reach, Callen. Beyond anyone's reach. And if something goes wrong—if the corruption finds the cracks in your bond, if Vaelthrix tests you the way the Baron warned—I won't be there to pull you back."

He reached for her. She caught his hands before he could pull her close, holding them between her own, studying his scarred knuckles with the clinical attention of a healer and the desperate attention of a wife.

"I've packed your medical supplies. Burn salve—the concentrated kind, not the field mixture. Bloodwort for infection. The drift-sickness remedy I modified after Kira's last episode." She turned his hands over, pressed her thumbs into his palms. "Promise me you'll use them. Promise me you won't decide that whatever you're facing is more important than coming home."

"Amara—"

"Promise me." Her grip tightened. "You have a daughter who made you an anchor out of love and fire-glass. You have students who need the man who built the Academy, not the legend of a Dragon Singer who died nobly in the mountains. And you have—" She stopped. Breathed. Started again. "You have me. Waiting. The way I've always waited, because we keep doing this, Callen. We keep splitting apart because the world demands it, and every time I tell myself it's the last time, and every time I'm wrong."

The words carried the accumulated weight of every separation they'd endured since Emberdale — every journey, every crisis, every morning she'd watched him ride away knowing he might not come back. She'd named this grief the year they founded the settlement: they came here to be a family, and every crisis separated them again. Three years later, the grief hadn't faded. It had calcified into something she carried the way she carried her medical bag: always, without complaint, because putting it down wasn't an option.

"I'll come back," he said.

"You always say that."

"I always mean it. And I've always been right."

A sound escaped her—not quite a laugh, not quite a sob. Something between, uniquely Amara. She released one of his hands and pressed her palm against his chest, over his heart, where the bruise from last night's ambush spread like a dark map beneath his shirt.

"Let me see your ribs," she said. Back to the healer, for a moment. "How bad this morning?"

"One cracked. The other just complaining."

"You'd minimize a spear wound." Her hand stayed where it was. "I've been setting your bones and stitching your wounds since Emberdale. Since before Emberdale. Since the night Stark's people came and you showed up on my doorstep with three broken ribs and a dislocated shoulder and told me you were fine." A pause. "You weren't fine then either."

"I had a good healer."

"You had a terrified woman with a medical kit and a baby to protect." Her fingers curled against his shirt. "Now you have Lady Selwyn, with a network and a grudge and the political instincts to make both count. So go north. Find the dragon. Stop whatever's waking up. And⁠—"

Her hand found his. The squeeze—once, firm, steady. The same pressure she'd used on the morning they'd fled Emberdale with Nora in her arms and the Baron's agents closing behind them. The same squeeze from every hard morning since. Not a goodbye. Never a goodbye. A contract. A covenant written in the pressure of palm against palm.

Come back.

She didn't say it aloud this time. She didn't need to. The squeeze said it, the way it had always said it—in the language they'd built across years of crisis and survival, the vocabulary of touch that needed no translation.

He squeezed back. Held it. Let the warmth of her hand memorize his.

Then she stepped back, and the transformation happened—the one he'd witnessed a hundred times, the subtle straightening of spine, the lift of chin. Lady Selwyn settling into place like armor being buckled. The village healer vanishing. The Baron's daughter, who'd stolen documents and burned her old life to ash, standing in her place.

"Remember who you're coming home to," she said. And turned, and walked back toward the palace, and did not look back.

He watched her go. The deep blue of her dress disappeared into the gray morning. The sapphire earrings caught the light once—a brief flash, like a signal fire across a valley—and then she was gone.

She's remarkable, Kyraleth observed from somewhere above the clouds. Terrifying, but remarkable.

She learned from the best. And the worst.

They were the same person, in her family.
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Elhan waited at the gate, arms crossed, his expression carrying the particular stillness of a man who had argued against a decision and lost.

"You're certain you don't want me," he said. Not a question—a final check, the soldier's discipline overriding his reluctance.

"I'm certain I need you here more." Callen gripped his shoulder. "Amara can read the politics, but she can't watch her own back and work the intelligence at the same time. You're her shield, Elhan. If the Baron's network moves against her while I'm beyond reach⁠—"

"I'll handle it." The words carried the flat certainty of a man who had been handling things since before Callen met him. Elhan looked at the others—Kira, Korvain, Minatha, Finch—and something shifted in his face. Not farewell. Inventory. "Bring them back. All of them."

"That's the plan."

"Plans have a way of not surviving the north." But he stepped aside, and the gate opened.

The five of them rode out through the eastern gate as the city stirred around them.

Merchants opening shutters. Bakers carrying trays. Children darting between legs in the eternal choreography of urban life. The capital, going about its business, unaware that something ancient was stirring beneath its foundations and that the people best equipped to stop it were riding away from it on mountain horses.

The capital fell away behind them in increments: first the grand architecture of the palace district, then the crowded streets of the market quarter, then the thinning buildings at the city's edge, and finally the open road stretching north toward mountains that were invisible behind the cloud cover but present nonetheless—a weight on the horizon, a promise and a warning.

In his pocket, the forged Keeper token pressed against his chest with every stride of the horse. In his other pocket, Nora's braided anchor cord pulsed with faint warmth. Two objects, two kinds of deception—one manufactured by an intelligence operative to exploit trust, the other forged by a child's love to sustain it. He carried both north, into territory where the distinction between real and false might determine who survived.

The first day passed in relative silence.

They followed the main northern road until midday, then cut east along a trader's track that Finch's maps indicated would merge with the Ashwall approach road within three days. The rain held off, but the air carried the particular weight of a storm deciding where to fall. The horses moved steadily, unbothered by the damp—good stock, as promised.

Kyraleth flew above them in slow, wide circuits, invisible against the gray sky but always present in Callen's mind. The dragon's mood shifted as the capital fell behind—the warm comfort of their shared awareness sharpening into something more alert, more watchful. He was reading the drift currents ahead of them, tasting the energy patterns the way a scout reads tracks.

Anything? Callen sent.

The drift changes as we move north. Subtle—like a current shifting beneath still water. The corruption's signature is there if you know what to feel for. Faint, but growing.

How far to those boundaries you mentioned?

Days yet. Perhaps a week. But I can already sense their pressure—like walls at the edge of vision. The Keepers built them well. Whatever waits beyond them, they didn't want dragons approaching uninvited.

The first village they passed through was called Millhaven—or had been. The name remained on a weathered signpost at the crossroads, but the place itself had the stunted look of a settlement that had stopped growing and begun forgetting. Half the buildings showed fire damage, old enough to have weathered but never repaired. The inn's windows were dark despite the hour. A blacksmith's forge stood cold, its chimney unstained by recent smoke.

People watched them pass from doorways and windows. Not hostile—worse. Wary. The flat, assessing gaze of people who'd learned that strangers brought trouble and trouble didn't announce itself.

Callen nodded to those who met his eye. Most looked away.

"The Baron's war," Korvain said quietly, reading the scars. "His supply lines ran through these villages. When the settlements couldn't provide what was demanded, the collection teams took what they needed."

"And now?"

"Now they have nothing left to take, and no one's come to help rebuild."

The second village, two days further north, was worse.

This one had no name on its signpost—the wood had been used for something else, leaving only bare posts marking the crossroads like stripped bones. The buildings that remained were occupied, after a fashion. Smoke rose from chimneys. Livestock moved in penned yards. But the people themselves carried a quality Callen had seen before—the hollowed look of communities that had survived something they couldn't name and were waiting for it to happen again.

They stopped at the inn for provisions and information. The innkeeper, a broad woman with burn scars tracking up her forearms, served them without comment and charged double the fair rate. Callen paid without argument. The price of passage through damaged country.

It was Minatha who caught the signal.

She'd been quiet since leaving the capital—her drift-sight turned inward, processing the emotional residue that clung to every surface of this wounded landscape. But at the inn, her head came up sharply, her eyes fixing on a spot near the kitchen entrance.

"Someone was here," she said, her voice carrying the particular flat certainty of a woman reading what others couldn't see. "Asking about travelers heading north. Specifically about a group matching our description—a Dragon Singer, a Pyrin warrior, a young woman with a dragonet."

"When?" Callen's hand moved to his sword hilt.

"Yesterday. Perhaps the day before. The emotional residue is still fresh—curiosity layered over purpose. Whoever it was, they weren't casual. They were looking for us specifically." She closed her eyes, pressing deeper. "And the innkeeper lied when she said she hadn't had visitors. I can feel the shape of the lie—it's tight, practiced. She's done it before."

Callen looked at the innkeeper, who was polishing a glass with studied indifference. The Baron's network—or what remained of it. Corvus's people, tracking their movement, mapping their route. The intelligence apparatus didn't need to attack them. It just needed to know where they were and pass that information to whoever was paying.

"We move," Callen said. "Different route than planned. Finch—your alternative approach through the hill country?"

"Adds two days."

"Better two days late than expected on arrival."

They left the inn and took the hill road. Behind them, the nameless village settled back into its wounded silence.

They were two miles past the village when Kira's head snapped up. "Riders," she said. "Three. Moving fast on the eastern road."

Callen's hand went to his sword. "Following?"

"Paralleling. Staying just out of sight but not bothering to mask their drift signatures. Either they're amateurs or they want us to know they're there."

The riders shadowed them for an hour before peeling off toward a ridge trail that would, if Finch's maps were accurate, bring them to the next crossroads ahead of the party. Not pursuit. Positioning. The network didn't need to attack them—it just needed to stay ahead, reporting their location to whoever waited at the next waypoint. By the time they reached the mountains, their route would be mapped in detail.

"We're being herded," Korvain said quietly. "They know we're going north. They're not trying to stop us. They're making sure we arrive on someone else's schedule."

The third day brought the mountains.

They appeared first as a darkening along the northern horizon—a line where the gray of the sky met something grayer, something with weight and teeth. By afternoon, the line had resolved into peaks, their upper reaches already white with early snow, their lower slopes dark with pine forests that looked, from this distance, like fur on the back of something sleeping.

The air changed too. Colder, thinner, carrying a mineral edge that Callen associated with high places and old stone. The drift energy shifted beneath his awareness—the ambient warmth of the lowlands giving way to something sharper, more structured. He could feel patterns in it now, regular as a pulse, that hadn't been there further south.

"Keeper wards," Finch said, consulting his notes. "Or the outermost edge of their influence, at least. The Baron's maps indicate the first active constructs are still days ahead, but the drift patterns this far out suggest a network that extends much further than anyone realized."

He's right, Kyraleth confirmed, his voice carrying a new tension. I can feel the boundary more clearly now. It's not a wall—more like a pressure. A suggestion that dragons should not pass. Ancient, and very powerful. Whoever built these defenses understood my kind well enough to speak to our instincts rather than our strength.

Can you push through?

In short bursts. For scouting, for combat. But sustained flight through defended territory would exhaust me faster than the distance warrants. And there's something else—the corruption's signature is woven into the ward patterns in places. Not Keeper work. Older. As if the corruption itself has grown into the defenses over centuries, like roots through stone.

The road narrowed as the terrain steepened. Forest closed in on both sides—old growth, the kind of trees that had stood since before the Kingdom's founding. Their trunks were wide enough to hide a man. Their canopy blocked what remained of the daylight, turning the road into a tunnel of green shadow.

They made camp that night in a hollow between two granite ridges, the kind of natural shelter that Callen's Nightshade training identified automatically: defensible, with sight lines to the north and south, difficult to approach unseen. Korvain built the fire—slowly, painfully, coaxing flame from his diminished gift with the deliberate patience of a man relearning something that had once been effortless. The fire that caught was small but real, and the look on his face when it held was worth more than warmth.

That night, the first ward made itself felt. Callen woke to find frost patterns covering his bedroll—but not natural frost. The crystals formed shapes: concentric circles, bisected by vertical lines. Keeper symbols, drawn in ice on his blankets while he slept. No footprints in the snow around the camp. No drift signatures Kyraleth hadn't already catalogued. The message was clear enough without translation: we know you're here, and we can reach you whenever we choose.

Kira took first watch. She sat at the hollow's edge with Xyrsanthe coiled against her throat, the dragonet's scales catching firelight in brief, liquid flashes. The permanent scales along Kira's jaw had begun to glimmer faintly in the dark—not the corruption's sickly pulse, but something subtler. A resonance. As if whatever waited in the north was already calling to what her father had put in her blood, and her blood was beginning to answer.

She noticed Callen watching and shook her head once. I'm holding, the gesture said. Don't ask.

He didn't.

The mountains loomed above them, dark against a darker sky. Stars appeared in gaps between the clouds—cold, sharp, impossibly distant. Somewhere beyond those peaks, an ancient dragon waited in ice. Somewhere below those peaks, a corruption older than the Kingdom stirred in its prison.

And behind them, growing smaller with every mile but no less present, the capital—where Amara stood alone in enemy territory, building a web of intelligence with the ruthless precision her father had taught her and the moral clarity he'd never possessed. Where the Baron sat in chains and traded information like currency. Where something vast and hungry dreamed beneath the Hall of Judgment, feeding on the grief and fury of a trial that had become, without anyone intending it, a kind of summoning.

Rest, Kyraleth said from his perch on the ridge above, his blue-black scales invisible against the night. Tomorrow the road steepens. And the day after that, we enter territory where my kind hasn't flown in eight hundred years.

Worried?

Cautious. There's a difference. A pause, and when the dragon spoke again, his voice carried the ancient weight of inherited memories—echoes of ancestors who had flown these mountains before the corruption, before the fall. The last dragon to cross these peaks was my great-grandmother's clutch-sister. She went to seal Theraxis's prison and never returned. My bloodline remembers the route. It also remembers the cost.

Then we'll be careful.

We'll be more than careful. We'll be smart, and fierce, and lucky. Because careful men plan for what they expect, and what waits in those mountains hasn't been expected by anyone in eight centuries.

Callen lay in his bedroll, staring up at the stars through gaps in the canopy. The anchor bracelet pulsed faintly at his wrist—Nora's warmth, diminished by distance but present. And beneath it, threaded through like gold wire through iron, a second warmth he was learning to recognize: hotter, younger, curious in a way that felt like being examined through a lens of fire. Solara. The unhatched dragonet was using the anchor as a relay—amplifying Nora's sending the way a bonfire amplifies a candle's light. Not intentionally, perhaps. More like a natural resonance, egg-fire harmonizing with the child who sat beside it every evening, singing the songs Elder Shendra had taught her.

Kyraleth confirmed it from above: The egg-bond is strengthening. Solara is awake in there—not conscious as we understand it, but aware. She feels your daughter's reach through the drift, and she answers it. Every time Nora sends, Solara amplifies. Every time Solara amplifies, the channel grows wider. They are teaching each other something neither could learn alone.

The forged Keeper token sat in his pack, wrapped in oilcloth, a reminder that the enemy ahead wore stolen faces. Tomorrow, the road steepened. The day after, the real north began.

He closed his eyes and reached for sleep, and in the space between waking and dreaming, he felt the mountains reaching back.


Chapter Fifteen


THE BONE FIELDS



Callen felt it before he saw it—a wrongness in the drift that made his teeth ache and his skin crawl. The sensation built gradually, then struck with sudden intensity that nearly unseated him. The wrongness reminded him of the dragon graveyard beneath the Hall of Judgment, but magnified a hundredfold.

"We should stop here," Minatha said quietly. "Rest before we enter. The fields will be... difficult."

"How do you know?" Finch asked.

"I can feel them. The echoes." Her dark eyes had gone distant. "So many died there. The drift remembers."

They made camp in a hollow between hills, sheltered from the wind by ancient pines whose roots must have drunk deep from soil fertilized by ancient blood. The trees here grew twisted, their trunks spiraling in ways that seemed to defy natural growth. Callen set the watch rotation and then found a seat on a fallen log, staring north.

You're troubled, Kyraleth observed. The dragon had landed on a ridge above their camp, his blue-black scales rendered nearly invisible against the evening sky.

The Bone Fields. I've read about them, but reading and experiencing are different things.

They are the grave of my ancestors. Dragons who died fighting each other, consumed by the corruption Vaelthrix unleashed. The dragon's mental voice carried ancient sorrow. I have inherited memories of that battle—fragments passed down through generations. It was not war as humans understand it. It was madness given form.

What happened?

The corruption spread faster than anyone anticipated. Dragons who had been partners for decades turned on their bonded humans. Dragons who had been allies for centuries turned on each other. The infection targeted the bond itself, twisting love into hate, trust into paranoia. A pause, filled with echoes of grief. By the time the survivors understood what was happening, the damage was done. The Dragon Singers' civilization collapsed in a matter of months.

And Theraxis contained it?

He and Vaelthrix together. The creator and his first victim, bound in eternal prison. Kyraleth's presence shifted, uncertainty coloring the bond. What we seek in the north... I do not know if it will be salvation or damnation. Theraxis has waited eight centuries for someone capable of completing what he began. That patience might indicate hope. Or it might indicate something darker.

Meaning?

Meaning that those who wait that long sometimes become something other than what they were. Time changes everything, partner. Even dragons.

The fire burned low. Callen took first watch, as he always did—an old Nightshade habit, preferring to map the territory while it was freshest. But there was nothing to map here. The land itself resisted reading. When he extended his drift-sense outward, seeking the familiar patterns of earth and stone and living wood, what came back was wrong. Not silence—the drift was never silent—but a murmur that carried the residue of ancient screaming. As if the air still held the echo of something that had ended eight centuries ago but hadn't quite stopped reverberating.

The pines groaned overhead in a wind that shouldn't have been there. No breeze touched Callen's face, but the twisted branches moved, bending toward the north as if straining to listen to something only they could hear.

From his ridge, Kyraleth shifted. The drift carries death here. Not fresh death. Old death. The kind that soaks into stone and soil and becomes part of the land's memory.

I can feel it. Callen pressed his hand to the frozen ground and regretted it immediately. Through the drift, the earth gave back impressions of heat—impossible, unnatural heat—and then cold so profound it burned. Dragon-fire and the absence of dragon-fire. The last moments of creatures who had died in agony, their final experiences pressed into the land like fossils.

He pulled his hand away. His fingertips tingled, numb.

The horses felt it too. They shifted and stamped, nostrils flaring at scents no human nose could identify. One of them—Finch's dappled mare—kept turning to face north, her ears pinned flat against her skull. Whatever the animals sensed in the drift, their bodies wanted to flee from it. Only the hobbles and the firelight kept them in place.

Callen added wood to the fire and watched the flames. Even they seemed wrong here—burning lower than they should, the light reaching less far into the dark, as if the darkness itself had weight and the fire lacked the strength to push it back.

Korvain relieved him at the second watch. The Pyrin warrior's fire burned brighter than usual, as if his body instinctively compensated for the wrongness pressing in around them. Steam curled from his shoulders into the freezing air. The pattern was becoming clear to Callen: Korvain's fire didn't simply diminish in the north. It redirected. When the corruption pressed against him directly—probing his modified blood, whispering in his brother's voice—his flame guttered and shrank, turned inward to hold the line against something that knew exactly where his defenses were thinnest. But when the threat was external, when someone else needed protecting, the fire roared back as though the Pyrin warrior had never known a moment's weakness. His gift wasn't failing. It was choosing its battles. Minatha slept pressed close against his side, her drift-sight twitching behind closed eyelids—reading even in dreams, Callen suspected, unable to stop seeing what this land wanted to show her.

Finch had fallen asleep with his journal clutched against his chest, his quill still inked. Kira sat apart from the others, her back against a twisted pine, Xyrsanthe a warm glow beneath her cloak. She hadn't spoken since they'd stopped. Callen watched her for a long moment—the way her eyes tracked the darkness beyond the firelight, the way her hand rested against her chest where the permanent scales began.

He didn't sleep. He doubted any of them truly did.
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The attack came in the darkest hour before dawn.

Kira's head snapped up first. Callen saw it—the way her body went rigid, one hand closing around the hilt of her blade before she was fully conscious.

"Something's coming," she said. Her voice was flat, controlled. The voice she used when the training took over. "Drift-signatures. Six—no, eight. Approaching from the northeast." She frowned. "They're not human. Not animal either. Something between."

Callen was on his feet before she finished. He reached through the bond and found Kyraleth already alert, the dragon's consciousness sharpening like a blade drawn from its sheath.

I sense them, Kyraleth sent. The signatures are wrong. Corrupted. They taste of the Bone Fields—the same residual hunger we felt in the drift.

"Everyone up," Callen said, keeping his voice low. "Korvain—perimeter. Finch, behind the horses."

Korvain's fire flared without being asked, a ring of heat expanding from his position. Minatha rolled to her feet beside him, eyes already unfocused, reading the drift.

"Moving fast," Minatha said. "Coordinated. They're circling—trying to come at us from three directions."

Then the first one stepped into the edge of the firelight, and Callen understood why Kira had said between.

It had been a wolf, once. The shape was still there—four legs, a long muzzle, the suggestion of something that ran and hunted in packs. But the fur grew in wrong patches, colorless in some places, dark as bruising in others. Its body was too lean, the bones pressing out against skin that had been stretched over a frame one size too large. When it opened its mouth, the teeth were too many and too long, arranged in rows that no natural jaw could accommodate.

Its eyes were the worst. They caught the firelight and threw it back—but wrong. The reflection came from the wrong angle, as if the light the eyes were reflecting existed somewhere else entirely. Callen had seen dead eyes before—the Nightshade had seen hundreds. These weren't dead. They were occupied by something that had never been alive in any way he understood.

A second wolf emerged beside the first. Then a third. They didn't snarl or posture the way predators did before a charge. They simply stood, their heads tracking back and forth in unison—too coordinated, too synchronized, as if the same hand were moving all their strings at once. The wrongness of it prickled along Callen's spine. These things wore the shape of wolves the way a puppet wears the shape of a man.

"Corrupted wolves," Finch breathed from behind the horses. "Wildlife changed by the drift contamination. I've read accounts⁠—"

"Save it," Callen said. He drew his sword. The blade hummed as his drift energy flowed into it, the familiar blue glow running along the edge. Nightshade training and Dragon Singer instinct merged into the same readiness—his body settling into the balanced stance that preceded violence, his drift-sense extending outward to track the other signatures closing in around them.

The wolves attacked together. Not all at once—nothing so crude. Three from the left, two from the right, the remaining three holding back in a half-ring. Too coordinated for animals, too mindless for intelligence. They moved like things being pushed from behind, driven by a hunger that wasn't their own.

And they went straight for Kira.

The first wolf lunged for her throat. Kira sidestepped with the fluid economy of someone who had been fighting since childhood, her reverse-grip blades flashing as she opened the creature's flank. It should have yelped, should have stumbled. Instead it pivoted on legs that bent at the wrong angles and came at her again, dark fluid weeping from the wound but no pain in those impossible eyes.

Xyrsanthe burst from beneath Kira's cloak, bronze and copper scales blazing with heat that should have sent any natural predator fleeing. The dragonet positioned herself on Kira's shoulder, a ribbon of fire streaming from her small jaws. The flames hit the nearest wolf full in the face.

It didn't flinch. The fur smoked and blackened, but the creature kept coming, driven by something that had forgotten what fire meant.

"They're drawn to her!" Minatha shouted. She had her staff up, her drift-sight reading patterns Callen could only dimly perceive. "The corruption in Kira's blood—it's calling them. She's a beacon!"

Through the drift, Callen felt it—a pulse emanating from Kira's position, rhythmic as a heartbeat, the corruption in her blood singing in resonance with the corruption driving the wolves. Not a sound. A frequency. A call that said here, here, come home, feed. Every wolf in the pack was oriented toward that pulse like iron filings toward a lodestone. Kira wasn't just a target. She was a signal fire in the dark, visible to anything corrupted for miles in every direction.

Callen was already moving. He met the two wolves coming from the right, his blade catching the first across the muzzle—blue-edged steel biting through corrupted bone with a crack that resonated in the drift like a snapped string. The creature's head wrenched sideways. Dead before it hit the ground, but the second was on him in the same breath, jaws snapping for his sword arm.

The Nightshade answered. Callen read the attack through the drift—felt the corrupted energy driving the wolf's muscles, the predictable pattern of hunger-lunge-bite that the corruption imposed on its host. He stepped inside the arc of its leap, let the thing pass over his left shoulder, and drove his blade down through its spine on the follow-through. The corrupted drift energy that had animated it snapped like a cut wire. The body collapsed, already beginning to come apart.

The corruption made them predictable, he realized. It drove them forward with a single imperative—reach the source, feed—and that imperative overwrote the animal cunning they must have possessed once. They attacked in straight lines. They didn't feint or hesitate. If he could read the corruption's pull through the drift, he could anticipate every strike before the muscles fired.

He moved through the next engagement with that knowledge, blade tracing arcs he planned three moves ahead. Drift-sense and Nightshade training fused into something seamless—he wasn't thinking about which skill set to use. The assassin read sight lines and predicted angles of approach. The Singer felt the corruption's hunger spike an instant before each lunge. Together, they made him very difficult to kill.

Korvain roared—a sound that carried his fire in it—and flames erupted in a defensive arc between the pack and their camp. Two wolves that had been circling toward Finch's position skidded back, not from the heat but from the wall of Pyrin fury behind it. Korvain pressed forward, fire streaming from both hands, his face set in the focused grimace of a man channeling more heat than was safe.

"Three still on Kira!" Minatha called. "Two flanking, one coming from—above!"

Above. One of the wolves had climbed a twisted pine and launched itself from the branches. Kira twisted, blades rising, but she was already engaged with two others. Xyrsanthe screamed—a sound too large for her small body—and threw herself at the descending wolf with claws extended and scales burning white-hot.

The collision knocked the wolf aside. Xyrsanthe tumbled with it, snapping and blazing, thirty pounds of dragonet fury against something five times her weight. The wolf's jaws closed on air where Xyrsanthe had been a heartbeat before—the dragonet moving with a speed that Callen recognized from Kyraleth's own combat memories, inherited instinct expressing itself in a body barely larger than a housecat.

Then the sky split open.

Kyraleth came down like a thunderbolt. No warning, no roar—just the sudden displacement of air as something very large and very angry descended from cloud cover at terminal velocity. His killing breath preceded him, blue-white fire that turned darkness into noon. The light was blinding—not the warm orange of Korvain's Pyrin flames but something older, hotter, the color of stars being born. Two wolves in the outer ring simply ceased—unmade by dragonfire so intense it didn't burn them so much as erase them, leaving nothing but scorched ground and the smell of ozone.

The impact of Kyraleth's landing shook the earth. His talons gouged furrows in the frozen ground, wings flaring wide, jaws open in a snarl that resonated through the drift with enough force to stagger everything within fifty yards. The horses screamed and pulled at their hobbles. Finch went to his knees. Even the corrupted wolves hesitated—one frozen instant where something ancient in their twisted bodies recognized what stood before them.

Then the hesitation passed. And the surviving wolves didn't flee.

That was what chilled Callen's blood. Natural animals would have broken and run. Even corrupted animals should have retained some echo of self-preservation. Instead, the remaining three wolves reorganized in the space Kyraleth's dive had opened—the gap between his landing zone and the camp's edge—and lunged for Kira from a new angle.

Callen intercepted the first, driving his blade through its chest. The corrupted energy fought him—he could feel it through the drift, a wrongness that tried to crawl up his blade and into his hand. He pushed back with his Singer's will, and the corruption shattered.

Kira caught the second on both blades, crossed like scissors at its throat. The third died to Korvain's fire, wrapped in flame that burned through corruption as thoroughly as it burned through flesh.

Silence returned. The kind of silence that follows violence—ringing, hollow, full of echoes.

Callen's breath came hard. His sword still hummed faintly, the blue glow fading as his drift energy settled. Around the camp, eight bodies lay in various states of destruction. The air stank of burned fur, corruption, and ozone from Kyraleth's killing breath.

Are you injured? Kyraleth's voice thrummed with protective fury. The dragon stood at the camp's edge, wings half-spread, his great head swinging back and forth as he searched for more threats. Steam rose from his nostrils, and his golden eyes held the volcanic intensity that meant his partner was restraining himself from far greater violence.

No. But they were after Kira. Every one of them.

I saw. The corruption in her blood called to the corruption in theirs. She drew them like a flame draws moths—except these moths weren't burning.

Minatha was checking Korvain, whose fire had guttered back to its normal low burn. The Pyrin warrior's face was drawn with effort—he'd channeled more heat than was wise, and his hands shook as Minatha steadied them in her own. But he was whole. They all were.

Kira stood amid the aftermath, breathing hard, Xyrsanthe perched on her shoulder with scales still radiating heat. Dark fluid stained her blades. The scales at her collarbone and neck had spread further than Callen had seen in weeks—a visible line of iridescent darkness creeping down toward her sternum.

She noticed him looking. "They came for me." Not a question.

"Yes."

"Every camp from here will be like this." She said it without self-pity. Just an assessment. "The deeper we go, the worse it gets. I'm not a traveler anymore. I'm bait."

Callen didn't insult her with a denial. "We adjust. Doubled watches. You sleep at the camp's center. Korvain's fire as a perimeter." He held her gaze. "We don't leave people behind because they're targets, Kira. That's not how this works."

Something shifted in her expression—too fast to name, too raw to acknowledge.

"Over here." Korvain's voice, from the edge of the firelight. The Pyrin warrior had rolled one of the wolf carcasses onto its side and was pointing at something on the creature's haunch.

Callen knelt. A brand. Old, the scar tissue long healed over—not recent but deliberate. A symbol he didn't recognize burned into the corrupted hide: interlocking lines forming a pattern that was almost familiar, almost like the symbols he'd glimpsed on the wards they'd crossed days ago.

The forged Keeper token in his pocket seemed to gain weight. He touched it through the fabric of his coat—the metal disk warm against his ribs, its engraved symbols a mirror of the brand on the wolf's haunch. The same craftsmanship. The same tradition. Whether it was genuine or counterfeit, someone who understood Keeper methodology had been tracking these creatures long before Callen's party came north.

"Someone's been marking these things," Korvain said. "Tracking them."

"The Keepers," Callen said. He thought of the token—the forgery recovered from the dead man in the palace corridors. He thought of the Baron's intelligence coordinator Corvus, who had been manufacturing fake Keeper credentials. And he thought of the real Keepers, whoever and whatever they were, who had apparently known about these corrupted wolves for years.

Who had known, and had let the party walk right into them.

"They've been watching us," Minatha said quietly. "Since we crossed the wards. They knew the wolves would come. They let it happen."

"A test," Finch said. He had emerged from behind the horses, pale but his scholar's mind already racing, journal clutched against his chest. "They wanted to see what we'd do. What she'd draw." His eyes moved to Kira. "The Keepers have been studying the corruption for eight centuries. They would know exactly what her blood attracts. They've likely tracked every corrupted creature in these mountains—catalogued their behaviors, their triggers, their feeding patterns. We walked into a controlled experiment."

"There's nothing controlled about eight wolves trying to eat someone," Korvain said flatly.

"There is if you know exactly how many wolves there are and you're watching the whole time." Finch's voice carried the detached precision of a man who studied atrocities for a living. "They let us face eight. They could have let us face twenty. The fact that they chose a number we could survive tells us something."

"That they wanted us alive," Callen said.

"That they wanted to see us fight for her," Finch corrected. "Different thing entirely."

Kira cleaned her blades without expression. Xyrsanthe pressed closer against her neck—a warm anchor against currents that had just tried very hard to drag her under.

The camp did not sleep again that night.


Chapter Sixteen


THE KEEPERS PROMISE



Morning came gray and cold. They ate a cold breakfast before mounting up and pointing their horses north.

The transition was gradual at first. The forest thinned, trees growing smaller and more twisted. The ground became rockier, soil giving way to exposed stone that bore strange patterns—swirls and spirals that might have been natural formations or might have been something else entirely.

Then the bones appeared.

Callen had expected skeletons. What he found was something far stranger.

The bones had fused with the landscape itself. Ribs the size of ship masts jutted from hillsides, their surfaces weathered to the color of old ivory but hard as steel. Skulls larger than houses formed the foundations of natural bridges, eye sockets gaping at the gray sky. Smaller bones carpeted the ground in places, creating paths of white and gray that crunched beneath their horses' hooves.

And everywhere, the drift screamed.

Not sound—not exactly. But Callen felt it as screaming, a chorus of ancient agony that pressed against his awareness from all directions.

Ancestors forgive us, Kyraleth whispered. The dragon had descended below the clouds, unable to maintain distance from so many of his kind. I knew it would be bad. I did not know it would be this.

"We need to move quickly," Callen said, his voice rough. "The longer we stay, the worse this will affect us."

But speed was impossible here. The paths wound between formations of bone that rose and fell like frozen waves, and the horses balked at every turn, rolling their eyes at the drift-screaming that their animal senses translated as danger beyond comprehension. Finch had gone silent, his journal forgotten in his saddlebag, his face the color of old parchment. Even Korvain's fire burned low, suppressed by the weight of death that saturated the air like smoke.

They picked their way through the field of bones, following paths that seemed to shift when Callen wasn't looking directly at them. Minatha had fallen into a kind of trance, her eyes unfocused, tears tracking down her cheeks without her seeming to notice.

Kyraleth descended further. He flew low among the bones now, his wingtips nearly brushing the great ribcages that arched over the path like the vaults of a ruined cathedral. Through the bond, Callen felt his partner's grief—not the distant sorrow of inherited knowledge, but something sharper. Something that was becoming personal.

I want to share something with you, Kyraleth sent. His mental voice had gone quiet, almost hesitant. A memory. Not mine—my grandmother's grandmother carried it, passed it down through every clutch until it reached me. I have never shared it with anyone. But this place... these bones deserve a witness who understands what was lost here.

Show me.

The memory arrived not as words but as experience—Callen's vision doubling, the present overlaying a past that was eight centuries dead.

A dragon called Syrathane. She was not large—smaller than Kyraleth, her scales the color of deep water in sunlight. She had bonded with a Singer named Thalia Driftborn forty years before the corruption came. Forty years of partnership. Forty years of flying together, of shared warmth on cold nights, of the quiet language that grew between two minds that had chosen each other.

Callen felt what Syrathane felt. Not summary. Not history. The specific, irreplaceable texture of a particular love.

The way Thalia hummed when she worked—a melody that Syrathane had come to hear as the sound of safety. The way Thalia's hand felt against her neck, the calluses from years of sword-work rough against scales that softened instinctively at her partner's touch. The night they had sheltered together in a storm, Thalia pressed against Syrathane's side, reading aloud from a book of poems neither of them particularly liked—reading just to hear each other, to fill the dark with something shared.

Then the corruption found them.

It didn't announce itself. There was no dramatic moment, no flash of darkness. Syrathane simply woke one morning and looked at Thalia and felt, for the first time in forty years, something like suspicion. A whisper at the edge of thought: She uses you. She needs you for power. Without you, she is nothing—and she knows it.

Syrathane had pushed the thought away. Had told herself it was tiredness, the stress of the spreading war. But it came back the next day, louder. And the next. And each time it returned, it wore more of her own voice, until she couldn't tell where the corruption ended and her own thoughts began.

On the third day, she felt her jaws tighten when Thalia reached for their bond. The instinct to snap. To bite the hand that touched her neck—the hand she had loved for forty years.

On the fourth day, she understood what was happening to her. And she understood that she was losing.

Thalia knew too. Callen felt it through the inherited memory—felt Thalia's terror and her love and her absolute refusal to abandon her partner, even as that partner's eyes began to track her movements the way a predator tracks prey.

"We can fight this," Thalia said. "Together."

But Syrathane could feel the corruption's teeth in her bond, chewing through forty years of trust with patient, mindless hunger. She could feel herself beginning to calculate how quickly she could strike, how easily those beloved callused hands would break. The thoughts weren't hers. But they were becoming hers, and soon there would be no difference.

She made her choice on the fifth morning. While Thalia slept, Syrathane flew to the nursery grounds where the uncorrupted dragons were making their stand. She told the defenders what she had come to do. They tried to stop her. She was gentle with them—as gentle as she could be, with the corruption screaming in her blood to kill them all, kill them and be free.

She positioned herself at the nursery's edge, facing outward, toward the wave of corrupted dragons descending from the north. And she opened her bond with Thalia one final time—opened it wide, let everything she was pour through the connection. Forty years of love, compressed into a single sending.

I am choosing this, she told Thalia, who was already screaming her name across the miles. Not the corruption. Me. I am choosing to die as myself rather than live as the thing it wants to make me. Remember that. Remember I chose.

She flew into the wave alone. She burned until there was nothing left to burn.

Thalia Driftborn survived her. The records listed her among the Last Defenders—one of the Singers who fought at the nursery grounds until the end. She never bonded again. She didn't need to. The bond she'd had with Syrathane was still there, Callen realized—a phantom connection to a partner who had chosen death over corruption, love over madness. Some bonds outlasted the bodies that held them.

The memory released Callen like a hand opening. He was back in the present, riding through the bones of dragons who had died in this very field, tears freezing on his cheeks before they could fall.

She was five hundred and twelve years old, Kyraleth sent. His voice was thick. She could have lived another thousand. But she chose five days of fighting the corruption over a millennium of being consumed by it.

Callen looked at the bones around them with new eyes. Each one had been a Syrathane. Each one had loved someone, had been loved, had made an impossible choice in the space between one heartbeat and the next.

That's what Theraxis is doing, he said. What Syrathane did for five days, he's been doing for eight centuries.

Yes. Kyraleth's wings tilted, carrying him between two great ribcages that arched above the path like the ruins of a cathedral nave. And now you understand why we must reach him. Before the choice is taken from him.

An hour in, Minatha suddenly stopped.

"Here," she said, her voice strange and distant. "Something happened here."

Callen looked around. The bones here were arranged differently—not scattered by time, but deliberately placed. They formed a circle perhaps fifty feet across, ribs interlocked to create a barrier, skulls positioned at regular intervals facing inward.

"A ritual site?" Finch asked.

"A battlefield." Minatha dismounted, moving toward the circle's edge. "This is where they made their stand. The last uncorrupted dragons, trying to stop the spread."

"How do you know that?"

"I can see them." Tears tracked down Minatha's cheeks, though her voice remained steady. "The echoes are so strong here. They knew they couldn't win. They fought anyway."

Through the drift, Callen reached for what Minatha was seeing. The effort cost him—a spike of pain behind his eyes, a trickle of warmth from his nose. But for a moment, he glimpsed it.

Dragons in the sky, dozens of them, scales catching light that had faded eight centuries ago. Some bore the marks of corruption—blackened patches spreading across their hides. Others fought to hold them back, to protect something at the circle's center. The uncorrupted dragons fought in pairs—Singer and dragon moving as one, the human's will guiding while the dragon's power struck. But they were losing. For every corrupted dragon they brought down, two more came screaming out of the north, trailing darkness like smoke from a burning house.

They were protecting eggs, he realized. Young dragons, not yet hatched. Clutches of them, gathered from nesting grounds across the dying continent—the last hope of a species watching its own annihilation. Callen could feel the defenders' desperation through the drift-echo, eight centuries old but sharp enough to cut: hold the line, hold the line, they must not reach the eggs.

Yes. Kyraleth's voice was thick with grief. This was a nursery ground, before the corruption came. The uncorrupted dragons gathered here to defend the next generation. They failed.

The vision faded, leaving Callen with aching eyes and a heart heavy with borrowed sorrow. He looked at the interlocked bones forming the circle's wall and understood them differently now. Not a ritual barrier. A last stand. These ribs and skulls had been living dragons who had placed their bodies between the corruption and the future, and had held that line until their bodies were all that remained.

"We should go," Kira said quietly. Beneath her cloak, Xyrsanthe was keening softly—a sound of mourning that seemed to resonate with the bones around them. The dragonet's cries carried a particular anguish that needed no translation: a daughter of Xyrzaleth, grieving for an entire generation of her father's kind. Bones that might have been aunts, uncles, clutch-siblings of a lineage that had nearly been erased.

Callen nodded. There was nothing they could do here except witness.

They rode on, following paths of bone through landscapes of ancient death. By midday, they'd reached the field's northern edge, where the bones gradually gave way to ordinary stone and scrub. The drift's screaming faded to a distant murmur, then to silence.

Behind them, the Bone Fields waited. Patient as only the dead could be.
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They emerged from the ice like ghosts given form.

One moment the path ahead lay empty. The next, figures stood blocking their way—seven of them, wrapped in pale furs that seemed woven from the frost itself. Their faces bore the weathered look of people who had spent generations in these mountains, and their eyes held something older than their years.

Callen's hand moved toward his weapon before he could stop himself. Beside him, Korvain's fire flared beneath his cloak, steam rising from his shoulders.

Wait, Kyraleth sent urgently. These are the Keepers. I recognize the symbols on their cloaks—patterns from inherited memory. They have watched the Guardian for eight centuries.

Callen's other hand drifted, involuntarily, toward the inner pocket where the forged Keeper token pressed against his ribs. The one taken from the dead man in the palace corridors. He looked at the symbols on the newcomers' cloaks—the interlocking patterns, the frost-threaded braids—and felt the weight of the Baron's parting smile. The Keepers don't forgive trespassers. Were these the real thing? Or had Corvus's network reached even here, into the frozen heart of the mountains?

He couldn't know. Not yet. The forgery in his pocket and the figures before him wore the same symbols, and he had no way to tell which was the copy.

The oldest of the figures stepped forward, a woman whose white hair was bound in intricate braids threaded with ice crystals. Her gaze moved across their party, lingering longest on Callen.

"Dragon Singer." The words fell like accusations. "We felt your bond crossing our wards. We felt your dragon's fire burning in the storm." Her lips thinned. "We have not permitted your kind passage in three hundred years."

"We mean no trespass," Callen said carefully. "We seek Theraxis. He's been calling—reaching out to my daughter through the drift for months now, across hundreds of miles. The corruption is stirring again beneath the capital. Whatever Theraxis and Vaelthrix sealed together eight centuries ago, it's breaking free."

The Keeper's expression shifted—not softened, but the accusation gave way to something sharper. Watchfulness. "You know the names."

"I know that Theraxis was one of the first dragons to accept partnership with humans. That he bonded with a Dragon Singer named Vaelthrix, who came to believe all bonds were slavery and created the corruption to sever them." Callen held her gaze. "And that when the corruption couldn't distinguish between forced bonds and willing ones—when it began destroying everything—Theraxis and Vaelthrix built their prison together. One final act of partnership before the corruption made partnership impossible. Theraxis chose to contain both his partner and the corruption within himself. He's been bearing that burden for eight centuries."

The silence that followed was the silence of people hearing their most sacred knowledge spoken by an outsider.

Then the white-haired Keeper's gaze moved to Kira. Something shifted in her expression—recognition of a different kind.

"The marked ones followed you," the Keeper said. "As we knew they would."

The words landed like stones. Callen felt Kira go still beside him.

"You branded them," Callen said. It wasn't a question. "The corrupted wolves. You've been tracking them for years. You knew what they'd do when someone carrying corruption in their blood crossed into your territory."

"We knew." The Keeper's voice carried no apology. "We have watched the threshold creatures since before your grandmother was born, Dragon Singer. We know what draws them. We know what feeds them." Her eyes returned to Kira. "She draws them. The corruption recognizes its own. Every step she takes deeper into these mountains, the call grows louder."

"You used her as bait," Korvain said. His voice had gone dangerously flat, the Pyrin fire beneath his skin rising toward the surface. Steam poured from his shoulders into the frozen air.

"We used her as a test." The Keeper's gaze didn't waver. "The wolves could have been put down before they reached your camp. They were not. We watched to see what you would do. Whether you would protect the girl or sacrifice her. Whether your dragon would descend." A pause, thin as a blade's edge. "Whether the girl's bond with the dragonet would hold when the corruption called."

"And?" Callen's voice was quiet. The Nightshade's voice. The one that preceded either conversation or killing, depending on the answer.

"And you fought for her. All of you. The dragon came when she was threatened, not when you were. The dragonet held." The Keeper's expression remained carved from the same ice as the mountains behind her. "That is noted. It is not sufficient."

One of the younger Keepers—a man with ritual scars along both cheekbones—stepped forward. His eyes hadn't left Kira since he'd spoken. "The taint in her blood will grow louder the deeper she goes. The threshold creatures are the least of what she'll draw. There are things sleeping in these mountains that the marked wolves cannot compare to." His gaze shifted to Callen. "You bring a beacon into a place of darkness, Dragon Singer. Either you know what you're doing, or you're a fool."

"Or both," Kira said. Her voice was steady, her chin raised. Xyrsanthe blazed on her shoulder, bronze and copper catching the thin mountain light. "I didn't ask for what's in my blood. But I'm here. And I'm not leaving."

The scarred Keeper studied her. Something moved behind his eyes—not warmth, but the faintest crack in what had been absolute certainty.

"And you believe," the Keeper said slowly, "that you can do what eight centuries of containment could not? That you can finish what Theraxis began?"

"I believe Theraxis has been waiting for someone capable of trying. He called to my daughter specifically—chose her across the distance because she carries both Pyrin fire and Dragon Singer blood. If he thought the prison would hold forever, he wouldn't be reaching out."

"We know what stirs." The woman's voice cut like the wind. "We have watched the prison for eight centuries. Watched and waited and remembered what your predecessors wrought." She gestured to the mountains around them. "These bones beneath the ice? Dragon Singers made them. Your kind and their pride, their certainty that the bond gave them rights rather than responsibilities."

"We are not our predecessors," Callen said.

"No?" The Keeper's eyes narrowed. "Then prove it."

The seven Keepers stood like pillars of ice, unmoved by wind or argument. Behind them, the mountains rose into cloud, and somewhere in their depths, Theraxis stirred in dreams of freedom—or damnation. Callen could feel the prison's distant pressure even here, a weight against the drift that made the air taste of iron and old grief.

The white-haired Keeper watched him the way a glacier watches a river—with the patient certainty that time was on her side. Eight centuries of vigil had carved these people into something beyond ordinary human endurance. They had outlasted kingdoms. They had buried Dragon Singers before. Whatever Callen said or did in the next few minutes would be measured against a standard of judgment older than his civilization.

In his pocket, the forged token pressed against his ribs. Callen's drift-sense found her token before his eyes did—a pulse of accumulated intent radiating from beneath her furs, warm with decades of handling, dense with the concentrated purpose of someone who had carried it through mountain winters and solitary vigils and the patient work of centuries. Genuine. Nothing like the inert forgery in his pocket. But genuine tokens could be taken from genuine Keepers. The woman's knowledge of Theraxis argued for authenticity. Her faction's motives remained opaque. In his mind, Kyraleth's presence burned like a candle held against the dark.

Behind him, Kira stood with a dragonet on her shoulder and corruption in her blood, and the wolves' absence from the mountainside told him the Keepers had already cleared the path—which meant they'd been close enough to clear it, which meant they'd watched the entire fight, which meant nothing about this encounter was accidental.

Prove it, she had said.

He didn't yet know how. But the memory of Syrathane burned in his mind—a dragon who had chosen five days of agony over an eternity of corruption—and somewhere beyond these seven figures in their frost-woven furs, Theraxis waited, bearing the same choice across eight hundred years.

The wind cut between them, carrying ice and silence.

Callen held the Keeper's gaze, and waited for whatever came next.


Chapter Seventeen


DISTANCE AND DOUBT



The Keepers let them go at dawn.

Not with permission—nothing so generous. The white-haired woman simply turned her back and walked into the ice, and the others followed, their pale furs swallowing them into the landscape as completely as if they'd never existed. No parting words. No guidance. Just absence, and the implication that absence was itself a kind of mercy.

Callen stood in the space where they'd been and drew the forged Keeper token from his pocket. He turned it between his fingers—the dead weight of it, the uniform gray stone, the machine-even carvings that lacked the hand-pressure of genuine craft. Everything the white-haired woman's token was not.

Their tokens had been genuine—Callen had felt the resonance when he'd reached through the drift during the encounter, the accumulated weight of years of carrying and purpose that no forgery could replicate. But genuine tokens on genuine Keepers didn't answer the question that mattered. The Baron's intelligence had identified factions within the organization—engagement and isolation, those who saw the Academy as hope and those who saw it as a threat requiring elimination. The white-haired woman's knowledge argued for senior authority. Her decision to test rather than destroy argued for the engagement faction. But Corvus had mapped Keeper operations for two years. If the Baron's network had turned even one Keeper, every encounter became suspect—not because the tokens were forged, but because the loyalties behind them might be.

Callen slipped the forgery back into his pocket. The question wasn't whether the Keepers were real. The question was whose orders they followed. And that uncertainty—layered atop every other uncertainty this journey carried—sat in his chest like swallowed ice.
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Nights were the hardest.

Callen lay in his bedroll, staring up at stars that seemed colder than they should be, pinpricks of distant fire that offered no warmth against the mountain chill. His breath rose in silver plumes, catching starlight before dissipating into nothing. Frost had already begun to form on the edges of his blankets.

He reached through the drift for connection.

Kyraleth was always there—a warm presence circling above their camp, watching for threats both physical and metaphysical. The dragon's vigilance had increased since the Bone Fields, his protective instincts sharpened by proximity to so much death.

But it was Nora he strained to feel. The distance between them had never been this great—hundreds of miles of mountain and forest and stone, each league stretching their connection thinner. When he reached for her, he found only fragments. Impressions. Emotions without context.

Something wrong here...

The words came through like whispers across a vast space, faint and wavering.

...watching us...

He pushed harder, ignoring the pressure building behind his eyes. His fingers found the anchor at his chest—the braided cord of metal and fire-glass that Nora had made, warm even in the freezing air.

The connection stabilized, just for a moment. Through Nora's eyes, he glimpsed the Academy courtyard—but wrong somehow. Figures in Kingdom purple moved between buildings, their presence heavy with official authority.

Inspector Velan returned, Nora sent, her mental voice stronger now, carrying undertones of frustration rather than fear. He's asking about the eggs. About Solara. He brought a list of questions this time—who's bonded, who's showing signs of ability, which children have family in the capital. Lysara caught one of his assistants sketching the dormitory layout.

Callen's chest tightened. The network. Even here, even now, someone was gathering information to sell.

I told him the eggs belong to the dragons, not the Academy. That partnerships can't be forced or catalogued. A flash of fierce pride colored Nora's sending. He didn't like that answer.

Then something shifted in the connection. The anchor flared hotter than it should have—hotter than Nora's sending alone could account for. For a heartbeat, Callen felt a second presence threading alongside his daughter's: younger, fiercer, burning with a curiosity that tasted of fire and newborn gold. It brushed against his awareness the way a cat brushes against a doorframe—deliberate, testing, then gone. Solara. Listening through the egg, learning about the father her partner loved.

Nora's attention snapped elsewhere—toward something Callen couldn't see.

Kira, Nora sent suddenly, her mental voice sharpening. Something's wrong with Kira. I can feel her—the corruption in her blood is... singing. Like it's hearing something far away.

Callen's blood ran cold. Nora shouldn't be able to sense Kira at this distance. Unless the corruption itself was broadcasting, resonating through the drift in ways that made it visible to anyone with sensitivity.

Can you help her? he asked.

I'm trying. Solara's with me—she says fire knows fire, even corrupted fire. A pause, then warmth flooded through the connection—not Nora's warmth alone, but something older, fiercer. We're sending her an anchor. Reminding her what she chose.

Hundreds of miles away, Callen felt his daughter reach through the drift toward Kira with power she shouldn't have been able to wield. The effort was visible even through the anchor's filtered connection. Nora's sending wavered, her concentration fracturing at the edges the way a voice breaks when shouted across too great a distance. And beneath her strain, Solara's amplification flickered—the unhatched dragonet pouring everything she had into a relay she'd never been designed to sustain. For a terrible moment, Callen felt both of them faltering—his daughter and the dragon who hadn't yet drawn breath, burning themselves to reach a woman they'd never touched, because the corruption was stronger than distance and someone had to push back. The anchor at his chest blazed hot against his skin.

Papa. Nora's voice softened. I can feel how far away you are. It's like reaching through fog. But I'm handling it. Elder Shendra is helping. And Solara... A pulse of reassurance, of quiet certainty. Solara says the fire knows its own. Whatever that means.

...I'm handling it...

There was one other thing, Nora sent, and her tone carried the cautious precision of a child delivering information she knew would worry him. The thing under the Hall. It's been reaching further. Minatha's reports from the capital say the resonance has spread past the palace foundations into the old sewer system. Theron's had to close the eastern cellars. Two of the drift-sensitive servants collapsed last week—the healers said they were "overwhelmed," but Amara says they were touched. The corruption tested them and moved on.

A pause. Amara's been managing it. She convinced Theron to bring in Elder Shendra's recommended drift-readers from the Academy to reinforce the palace wards. They're holding, but Amara says it's like trying to dam a river with sandbags. It pushes, they patch, it pushes somewhere else.

Has it reached anyone else? The trial witnesses?

Harwick left the city. The young noble—the one who collapsed during testimony—his family took him to the countryside. The woman with the scales is still here. Amara's watching her. Another hesitation. Papa, the thing under the Hall... it asks about you sometimes. Not in words. In pressure. Like it's leaning against the walls in your direction, wondering where you went.

Then nothing. The connection broke, leaving him alone with the stars and the cold and the knowledge that his daughter faced dangers he couldn't help with.

The effort left him drained, a familiar ache building behind his eyes. Blood trickled warm from his nose—the cost of pushing his abilities beyond their natural limits.

She grows stronger each day, the dragon sent quietly. The bond with Solara accelerates her development in ways we cannot predict. By the time we return, she may have surpassed us both.

That's what frightens me.

No. That is what gives you hope. You simply haven't admitted it yet.

Footsteps approached his position, crunching softly on frost-rimed grass. Kira settled onto a nearby rock, her cloak wrapped tight against the mountain chill. Xyrsanthe had emerged from hiding, the small dragon curled around her partner's neck like a living scarf.

Kira's face was pale, her breathing still unsteady. Scales shimmered faintly along her jawline before Xyrsanthe chirped and they faded.

"You can't sleep either," she said. Not a question.

"I keep reaching for home. Getting pieces." He studied her more closely. "You felt it too. Whatever just happened."

Kira's hand moved to her chest. "Something reached for me. From far away—from wherever we're going. It was like... like being called home to a place I've never been." She shivered despite her cloak. "Then something else pushed back. Warm. Fierce. It felt like your daughter."

"Nora. She said she was trying to help."

"She did." Kira's voice was quiet, wondering. "I don't know how, but she did."

They sat in silence for a moment, the implications settling around them.

"Can you feel it?" Kira asked finally. "The closer we get to Theraxis's prison... there's something in the air. In the drift. It calls to me." Her hand pressed against her heart. "My blood runs warmer. My skin itches like something's trying to push through from inside." Xyrsanthe chirped sharply, and Kira's expression softened. "I know. I know you're here." She stroked the dragonet's scales. "She helps. When the pull gets too strong, she reminds me what I chose. What we chose together."

Callen watched the interaction—the way Xyrsanthe pressed closer when Kira's voice tightened, the way the dragonet's warmth seemed to settle something in her partner's posture. Whatever called to Kira from the north, the bond was holding. For now.

"My mother used to sing to me," Kira said suddenly, her voice dropping. "Before my father became what he became. Before the experiments, before any of it. She had this voice—I can still hear it if I close my eyes." Her fingers trembled against Xyrsanthe's scales. "He killed her when she tried to stop him. Burned our home with her inside it. I was—" She stopped. Breathed. "I was twelve when he started the experiments on me. Told me he was giving me a gift. Removing human limitations." Her hand drifted to the permanent scales at her collarbone—the ones that never faded, fixed into her body rather than emerging naturally. "Some gift."

"You survived it."

"I did more than survive it. I became his operative. His spy. He embedded me at the Ashen Oath sanctuary to watch you—to understand why you could control the transformation when all his other subjects failed." The bitter edge in her voice could have scored the ice around them. "I manipulated Thorne. I reported everything I saw. I was good at it, Callen. That's what frightens me—not the scales, not the corruption. The fact that I was good at being my father's weapon."

"And then you chose differently."

"Because I saw what he was really building. Because I watched him lift me by the throat on that platform in the north and tell me I could have stood with him, like that was something to aspire to." She was quiet for a long moment. "I'm not here because I want to prove something. I'm here because every second I choose not to be what he made me is a second my mother's death meant something. Every time these scales try to spread and I push them back—" Xyrsanthe chirped, a low fierce sound, and Kira's voice steadied. "Every time Xyrsanthe reminds me what I chose, that's my mother winning. Not him."

"Kira—"

"I'm not asking for sympathy. I'm trying to tell you something." She met his eyes. "Nora knows you love her. She knows you're doing this for her, for everyone. That knowledge is its own kind of protection. Whatever she's facing, she faces it knowing her father would move mountains to get back to her."

The words settled around Callen like a blanket. He thought of the anchor Nora had made him—warm with contained power even now. She'd wanted to be able to find him. To know he was okay.

"Thank you," he said quietly.

Kira nodded, then rose. "Get some rest if you can. Finch says we'll reach the old temple by tomorrow afternoon. Whatever's waiting for us there, we should face it with clear heads."

She returned to her own bedroll, leaving Callen alone with the stars. He lay back down, one hand pressed to the anchor at his chest, and tried to send something through the distance—not words exactly, but feeling. Love. Determination. The promise that he would return.

Faint, so faint he might have imagined it, came a response. Warmth. Trust. A daughter's faith in her father, bridging miles of shadow.

I know, the impression seemed to say. I know.

He slept, finally. And if his dreams were troubled by visions of fire and shadow, at least he didn't face them alone.

[image: ]


Morning brought new challenges.

The ice formations had shifted overnight—Callen was certain of it. Spires that had stood to the east now blocked their northern passage, their surfaces crawling with frost patterns that pulsed faintly when anyone drew near.

"Something's wrong." Minatha had dismounted, her hand pressed against one of the ice pillars. Her face was pale, strained. "I can feel that there was a battle here—Dragon Singers, long ago. But the details..." She pulled her hand back, frustration evident. "It's like trying to see through murky water. Something in this place interferes with my gift."

"Interferes how?" Callen asked.

"I don't know." The admission seemed to cost her. "The corruption, maybe. Or just... wrongness." She pressed her palm to the ice again, wincing. "I can tell you the ice holds dying thoughts. That it doesn't want to let us pass. But beyond that... I'm half-blind here."

Korvain moved forward, his fire-nature burning bright enough to cast shadows on the ice. Where his warmth touched the formations, they retreated—slowly, reluctantly, but they moved. "Then we make our own path," he said. "Whatever these mountains remember, they'll learn to remember us too."

They pressed on, following the trail Korvain carved through ancient grief frozen into geography. Behind them, the ice closed again, sealing away the path they'd traveled. There would be no retreat now. Only forward.

The wrongness grew thicker as they traveled. Callen couldn't have named what was different—the air tasted the same, the cold bit with the same ferocity. But something had changed.

He noticed Minatha stumbling, her hand pressed to her temple. Korvain's fire flickered erratically despite his control. Finch had gone gray, clutching his saddlebags as if they might anchor him to sanity.

The corruption's rules were becoming clear: proximity to source + prior exposure + emotional state = susceptibility. None of them had been touched by the Baron's experiments, but they all carried emotional weight. They all had reasons to fear what lay ahead.

And those reasons made them vulnerable.

And somewhere ahead, Callen felt it—a presence vast and patient, stirring in dreams that had lasted eight hundred years. Watching them approach with something that might have been hope.

Or hunger.

He couldn't tell which. And that uncertainty—the not knowing whether what waited ahead was salvation or another kind of trap—sat heavier than any physical burden. Kyraleth felt it too. Through their bond, the dragon's inherited memories stirred uneasily, ancient fragments of a world where the line between guardian and jailer had blurred beyond recognition.

It took hours to navigate what should have been a league of travel. Minatha led them through the maze of reactive ice, her drift-sight reading echoes that Callen could only dimly perceive.

Then the blizzard struck.

It came without warning—one moment clear skies, the next a wall of white that reduced visibility to nothing. The wind howled with voices that might have been imagination or might have been something worse, and the cold intensified until Callen felt ice forming in his lungs with every breath.

"Shelter!" he shouted, but his voice was torn away by the gale. Through the bond, he reached for Kyraleth, but even the dragon struggled against the supernatural storm. I cannot land in this, Kyraleth sent. The winds are being directed.

Korvain had gone to his knees, his fire guttering dangerously. The spiritual assault of the cold was winning, stealing his warmth faster than he could generate it. Minatha knelt beside him, her own body shaking, but there was nothing she could do.

Then Minatha screamed.

Not in pain—in warning. She lurched upright, her eyes blazing with drift-light, blood already streaming from her left nostril. "Something in the storm! Shapes—they're forming from the ice itself⁠—"

Callen saw it a heartbeat later. A figure stepped out of the blizzard wall. Not walked through it—formed from it, ice crystals flowing together like water running uphill, assembling into something roughly human. Seven feet tall. Shoulders too broad, arms too long, fingers tapering to translucent points. No face—just a smooth plane of blue-white ice where a face should have been, featureless and terrible. The thing moved with a deliberate, mechanical gait, each step cracking against the frozen ground as it oriented toward the nearest source of warmth.

Toward Korvain.

"Ice-Walkers!" Minatha gasped. The name came from somewhere—drift-echo, inherited knowledge, or simply the horrified accuracy of the moment. "They're drift-constructs—corruption in the ice given form. Three—no—" She staggered, pressed her hand to her temple. Blood now flowed from both nostrils, streaking down her chin. "Five. There are five of them. More forming behind the first wave."

Callen drew his blade. The familiar blue glow ran along the steel, but the light seemed thin against the enormity of the storm. The Nightshade in him was already calculating: the constructs moved slowly but the blizzard gave them cover, the party was exposed on open ice with no terrain advantages, Korvain's fire was their primary weapon but the cold was sapping it faster than he could generate it.

"Korvain—can you burn them?"

The Pyrin warrior forced himself to his feet. His fire flared, unsteady but fierce—the determination behind it compensating for the cold's assault. "I can try." He thrust both hands toward the nearest construct and released a torrent of flame that turned the falling snow to steam in a five-foot radius.

The fire hit the Ice-Walker full in the chest. The thing shattered—spectacular, explosive, ice fragments spraying outward like shrapnel. Callen felt a shard slice across his cheek.

Then the fragments stopped falling. Hung suspended. And began flowing back together.

"They reform!" Korvain shouted, disbelief cracking his voice. The construct reassembled in seconds, the same featureless face turning toward his heat like a flower tracking the sun.

Callen reached through the drift toward the thing, trying to read its structure the way he'd read the corrupted wolves. What he found was different—no animal hunger, no corrupted life force. This was simpler and worse: ambient corruption that had seeped into the ice over centuries, crystallized into patterns that mimicked intent without possessing it. Not alive. Not dead. Something in between that responded to warmth and living drift-signatures the way iron filings respond to a magnet.

But there—deep inside the construct's chest, buried in layers of corrupted ice—a bright point of energy. A core. The corruption's anchor, the knot that held the thing together.

"The cores!" Callen shouted over the wind. "They have drift-cores—destroy those and they can't reform. Minatha—can you see them?"

Minatha's face was a mask of blood and concentration. Her eyes had gone distant, pupils dilated wide, drift-sight pushed to a depth Callen had never seen from her. She was looking through the constructs, past the ice and the cold and the corruption's interference, searching for the bright points that held the things together.

"There." She pointed at the nearest Ice-Walker, her hand trembling. "Center chest, two inches left of where a heart would be. It's—" She gasped, swayed. "It's bright. Like a coal in a snowbank."

Callen moved. The construct swung at him as he closed—one translucent arm sweeping in a wide arc that would have taken his head if he hadn't read the motion through the drift. He ducked, felt the displaced air cold enough to burn, and drove his blade into the thing's chest at the exact point Minatha had indicated.

The sword punched through the ice with a sound like breaking glass. When the blade found the core, the drift-energy in the steel met the corruption's anchor and the two forces shrieked against each other. Callen twisted, pouring his will through the weapon—the same technique he'd used against the corrupted wolves, Singer's intent against corruption's pattern.

The core shattered. The construct didn't reform this time. It simply collapsed—a sudden avalanche of mundane ice that buried his boots and steamed faintly where it touched his drift-warmed blade.

"It works!" Callen turned to find the other four converging. Two were moving toward Korvain, drawn by his fire. One angled for Finch and the horses. And the last—the largest—was heading for Kira.

"Minatha—I need positions on all of them. Every core."

"Trying—" Blood dripped steadily from her nose, her voice thin with strain. "The second one—core is lower, near the hip. Third, center mass. The one near Kira—" She faltered, and something shifted in her expression. Fear, sharp and sudden. "Something's pushing back. The corruption in the ice, it's trying to reach through my drift-sight. It knows I can see the cores and it⁠—"

"Block it out. Just the cores, nothing else."

Minatha's jaw clenched. She wiped blood from her chin with the back of her hand and refocused, her body rigid with effort.

Korvain had found his own solution. Unable to destroy the cores from outside, he changed tactics—wrapping both arms around the nearest construct and pouring fire directly into its body. The thing convulsed, ice cracking and reforming around the Pyrin warrior's embrace. Steam erupted in a blinding cloud. Korvain roared through clenched teeth, the heat so intense that the surrounding snow melted in a widening circle.

The core burned out. The construct sagged and dissolved, dumping a cascade of meltwater over Korvain's boots. But the effort had cost him—he stumbled back, gasping, his fire visibly diminished. Steam no longer rose from his skin.

"I can't keep doing that," Korvain said, his voice hoarse. "Two, maybe three more. After that the cold will have me."

The construct near Finch had reached the horses. The animals screamed and bolted, breaking their tethers. Finch threw himself clear as the thing's arm swept through the space where he'd been standing, translucent fingers closing on empty air.

"Kira!" Callen shouted—because the largest construct had reached her, and what he saw made his blood freeze.

Kira stood her ground, blades drawn, Xyrsanthe blazing on her shoulder. The dragonet's fire hit the Ice-Walker in steady bursts—small but fierce, each stream of flame boring into the construct's surface. Xyrsanthe was targeting the core instinctively, dragonfire seeking corruption the way water seeks the lowest point.

But the construct wasn't just attacking Kira. It was reaching for her—both translucent arms extended, fingers spread, drawn not by her warmth but by the corruption in her blood. And the corruption was answering. Scales erupted along Kira's forearms, spreading faster than they had since the wolf attack—iridescent black climbing toward her elbows, toward her shoulders.

"It's resonating!" Minatha called, her voice cracking with strain. "The corruption in the ice and the corruption in her blood—they're calling to each other. She's amplifying it!"

Kira's jaw clenched. Xyrsanthe screamed—that sound too large for her body, fury and defiance compressed into thirty pounds of dragonet—and redoubled her fire. The scales slowed their advance but didn't stop. Kira fought the construct and fought her own blood simultaneously, each demanding her attention, neither willing to yield.

"Core is in the right shoulder," Minatha called to Callen, one hand pressed to her temple, the other wiping uselessly at the blood streaming down her face. "High. Near where the neck would be."

Callen ran. He'd closed half the distance when the third construct stepped into his path—the one Minatha had said held its core near center mass. He didn't slow. Nightshade training took over: he read the thing's reach through the drift, calculated its swing speed, and threw himself into a slide across the ice, passing beneath its sweeping arm. His blade came up as he slid, opening the construct from hip to shoulder. Not a killing blow—the ice reformed around the wound instantly—but it staggered the thing, bought him a heartbeat.

He was past it. The large construct had Kira backed against an ice formation, both arms reaching, the corruption in its body singing in resonance with the corruption in hers. Scales had climbed to her neck now. Her eyes were bright with effort, her knuckles white on her blades.

Callen leaped. He drove his sword into the construct's right shoulder, felt the blade find the core, and poured everything he had through the connection. The core resisted—larger than the others, older, saturated with centuries of accumulated corruption. For two terrible seconds, the thing's attention shifted to him, its featureless face turning with mechanical precision, and the cold that radiated from it hit him like a physical blow.

Then the core cracked. Shattered. The construct detonated outward, ice fragments pelting Callen's raised arms, and collapsed into a heap of mundane debris.

Kira's scales stopped spreading. Xyrsanthe pressed close against her partner's throat, scales burning, and slowly—slowly—the iridescent darkness began to recede.

Two constructs remained. Korvain engaged one, his fire guttering but still fierce enough to crack the thing's surface while Callen called out the core position Minatha had given him. The Pyrin warrior drove a fire-wrapped fist into the construct's hip and held on, roaring through the pain, until the core burned out.

The last construct was the one Callen had slid past. It had reformed fully and now stood motionless, featureless face turning slowly between the remaining sources of warmth, as if recalculating.

Then it turned and walked back into the blizzard.

No—not walked. It was pulled. Callen felt it through the drift—a current drawing the remaining corruption back into the storm, recalling its construct the way a puppeteer recalls a marionette.

And then the sky tore open.

Kyraleth came down through the storm like a falling star. His killing breath preceded him—blue-white fire that didn't merely light the blizzard but unmade it, turning ice and wind and corruption to steam in a column of heat so intense that Callen felt it fifty feet away. The retreating construct caught the edge of the dragonfire and simply ceased—evaporated in a flash of steam and corrupted light, its core vaporized before it could resist.

The blizzard itself recoiled. The supernatural wind stuttered, broke apart, and died as if a great lung had stopped exhaling. Snow that had been driving horizontally hung suspended for one frozen heartbeat, then fell straight down in a gentle curtain that would have been beautiful under other circumstances.

In the sudden clarity—the terrifying, revelatory clarity—Callen saw what the storm had hidden.


Chapter Eighteen


THE ICE CLEARS



The ground around them was ringed with half-formed Ice-Walkers. Dozens of them. Arms half-assembled, torsos incomplete, featureless heads emerging from the ice like drowning things reaching for air. Interrupted mid-creation by Kyraleth's fire. If the dragon had been minutes later⁠—

I know, Kyraleth sent, landing heavily on the cleared ice, wings mantled, steam rising from his scales. I know what would have happened. I will not let it happen.

Silence fell. The kind that follows not just violence but the sudden absence of something that had been pressing against their awareness for hours—the storm's malice, lifted all at once, leaving them blinking in stillness.

Korvain sat down heavily on the ice. His fire had guttered to almost nothing—a faint shimmer of heat across his skin, barely enough to melt the snow that settled on his shoulders. Minatha dropped to her knees beside him, her face a mask of blood, her eyes unfocused and raw.

"I can't see," Minatha whispered. "I pushed too far. Everything's—blurred." She raised her hand in front of her face and squinted at it. "It'll come back. Give me an hour." But her voice shook in a way that suggested she wasn't certain.

Kira stood apart, breathing hard, her arms wrapped around herself. The scales had receded to their usual territory—collarbone, the permanent ridge—but the speed with which they'd spread during the fight lingered in the set of her jaw. Xyrsanthe had not stopped pressing against her throat, the dragonet's warmth a constant counterargument to the cold that lived inside Kira's blood.

It was Finch who found it.

The scholar had been circling the site where the largest constructs had formed, his fear temporarily overridden by academic compulsion. Now he knelt in the melted ice, brushing at something with his gloved hands.

"Worked stone," he said. His voice had the careful flatness of a man holding his composure together with both hands. "Cut and fitted. There's a foundation here—walls, maybe rooms, buried under centuries of ice." He looked up, spectacles fogged. "The Ice-Walkers were forming around ruins. A structure. Keeper construction, from the symbol work."

Callen joined him and looked down at what the battle had uncovered. Fitted stone, blackened by age. Symbols carved into the surface—the same interlocking patterns he'd seen on the Keepers' cloaks, on the forged token, on the wolf brands.

"A Keeper outpost," Callen said quietly.

"Was." Finch traced one of the symbols with his finger. "Whatever happened here, the Keepers lost people to the same enemy we just fought. The corruption consumed this outpost. Turned its own structure into raw material for the constructs."

The implications settled around them. The corruption didn't just wait at the glacier. It had been seeping into the northern landscape for eight centuries, saturating the ice, the stone, the very air. The Ice-Walkers weren't an anomaly—they were a symptom. Every mile deeper was going to produce something worse.

"We need to move," Callen said. "Before the ice decides to try again."

When the blizzard's aftermath finally cleared fully, they emerged into a changed landscape. The ice formations had retreated, as if cowed by what had withstood the storm. And there, revealed by the shifted snow, ancient markers stood exposed for the first time in centuries.

Stone pillars, carved with symbols that Callen recognized from the oldest Dragon Singer texts. Waymarkers for a road that had been lost when the corruption came.

Callen felt it before he saw it—a wrongness in the drift that made his teeth ache and his skin crawl. The sensation built gradually, then struck with sudden intensity that nearly unseated him. The wrongness reminded him of the dragon graveyard beneath the Hall of Judgment, but magnified a hundredfold.

And somewhere ahead, Callen felt it—a presence vast and patient, stirring in dreams that had lasted eight hundred years. Watching them approach with something that might have been hope.

Or hunger.

He couldn't tell which. And that uncertainty—the not knowing whether what waited ahead was salvation or another kind of trap—sat heavier than any physical burden. Kyraleth felt it too. Through their bond, the dragon's inherited memories stirred uneasily, ancient fragments of a world where the line between guardian and jailer had blurred beyond recognition.

It was Finch who broke the silence, his scholar's instinct overriding his discomfort.

"The maps show a structure ahead," he said, steadying his voice with visible effort. "Pre-purge construction, if the archive notations are accurate. A sanctuary built into the mountainside—the kind Dragon Singers used as way stations on the road north." He looked up from his documents, squinting against the glare of ice and sky. "If it's still standing, it may hold records. Information the capital archives never had."

"How far?" Callen asked.

"If these elevations are right, we should reach it by early afternoon."

They pressed on. The path climbed.

The temple emerged from the mountainside like a secret reluctantly revealed.

They'd been climbing since dawn, following paths that Finch's ancient maps suggested might lead to a pre-purge sanctuary. The air grew thinner with each hundred feet of elevation, sharp and cold. The horses labored on the steep grades, their breath coming in great white plumes. The routes were old, marked by symbols worn almost to invisibility by centuries of wind and weather. Twice they'd hit dead ends.

Minatha had tried to guide them with her drift-sight, but each attempt left her more frustrated than the last.

"I'm useless here," she admitted finally. "The echoes are everywhere and nowhere. I reach for them and they slip away like smoke. I've never felt so... blind." The drift-sight was still recovering from the Ice-Walkers—she'd pushed too hard, too deep, and the effort had left bruises on her gift that wouldn't heal quickly. Blood still crusted at the corners of her nostrils.

Korvain touched her shoulder, a brief gesture of comfort. "We have maps. We have eyes. Your gift isn't the only tool we carry."

Now, as afternoon shadows lengthened, they stood before what remained.

The entrance was carved into the mountain itself—a doorway twice the height of a man, framed by pillars that bore faded carvings of dragons and humans intertwined. The stone was deep gray shot through with veins of crystalline blue that caught the dying light.

"Dragon Singer work," Finch breathed, his scholarly exhaustion temporarily forgotten. "Genuine pre-purge construction."

"The air is wrong," Minatha said. Her face had gone pale. "Something died here. Something chose to die here." She paused, frustration flickering. "That's all I can feel. The details are... gone."

Beside her, Kira had gone very still. Scales flickered along the back of her hand—there, then gone, then there again. Xyrsanthe emerged from beneath her cloak, pressing close against her partner's throat, and the flickering slowed. But it didn't stop entirely.

"Kira?" Callen asked quietly.

"I'm fine." Her voice was steady, but her hand found Xyrsanthe and didn't let go. "It's just... louder here. The pull. I can manage it."

Callen extended his drift sense toward the entrance. The energy here was different—not the screaming agony of violent death, but something quieter. Sadder. The residue of sacrifice, perhaps, or surrender.

"We go in carefully," he said. "Single file. I'll lead."

The passage descended gradually, smooth stone giving way to steps carved with impossible precision. Phosphorescent lichens clung to the walls, providing soft blue-green luminescence that pulsed gently, as if breathing.

The air grew warmer as they descended, carrying scents of old incense and older stone. Callen counted steps automatically—two hundred, three hundred, four—as the passage wound deeper into the mountain's heart. The assassin's habit had never left him: know the exits, count the distances, map the space in your mind before your eyes confirm it. Nightshade's training, repurposed for survival rather than killing.

At three hundred steps, the crystalline veins in the walls began to glow brighter, responding to their presence—or perhaps to the drift energy they carried. Kyraleth stirred in his awareness, the dragon's inherited memories recognizing patterns in the light.

I know this place, Kyraleth sent, wonder and grief intertwined. Not from my own life, but from the lives that came before mine. Dragon Singers walked these steps carrying offerings. This was holy ground.

At four hundred steps, the warmth had become noticeable—not the heat of fire, but something organic and alive, as if the mountain itself had a pulse. The lichens had given way to phosphorescent moss that covered the walls in sweeping patterns, and Callen realized with a start that the patterns weren't random. They were murals, rendered in living light.

"Are those—" Finch began.

"Keep moving," Callen said. "We'll study them on the way out. If there is a way out."

At four hundred and sixty-two steps, the passage leveled and widened. Callen felt the space open before his eyes confirmed it—the drift expanding outward into volume, carrying echoes of something vast.

Finally, they emerged into a chamber that stole Callen's breath.

The space was vast, perhaps a hundred feet across and twice that in height. Natural formations had been incorporated into the design—stalactites carved into columns. An underground spring had been channeled into a central fountain, its water still flowing after all these centuries. The ceiling had been worked to resemble a night sky complete with crystalline stars that still glowed faintly.

But it was the murals that dominated the chamber. Every wall bore paintings in colors that had somehow survived—blues deeper than ocean trenches, golds that seemed to glow with inner fire, reds that pulsed like living hearts. The paintings depicted scenes: dragons and humans building together, celebrating together, mourning together.

"This wasn't just a sanctuary," Finch said, his voice hushed with awe. "It was a library. A place of learning."

Kira had stopped near the entrance, her breathing carefully controlled. The scales along her jawline were visible now—not spreading, but present.

"The pull is stronger here," Kira said, her voice strained. "Much stronger. But Xyrsanthe—" She pressed her cheek against the dragonet's scales. "She's helping. I can hold it."

A side alcove drew Callen's attention—artifacts arranged on stone shelves with careful precision. He approached slowly, Kyraleth's presence stirring with recognition through their bond.

I know these things, the dragon sent. My ancestors' partners used objects like these. I have seen them through eyes that have been dust for centuries.

The first artifact Callen touched was an anchor—not unlike the one Nora had made him, but older, more sophisticated. When his fingers made contact, warmth flooded through him, and for an instant he felt the ghost of another bond—a Dragon Singer long dead, reaching across centuries.

"These were for finding each other," he said softly. "When partners were separated. When they needed to know the other was safe."

Beside the anchor lay a set of ceremonial tools—a chalice carved from dragon-bone, a blade no longer than his finger, a pair of circlets sized for human and dragon, connected by chains of gossamer-thin metal.

"Bonding implements," Finch breathed. "The ceremony of first connection. The drift energy in these... it's still active. Still waiting to be used."

Callen thought of Nora and Solara, of the bond forming between them without ceremony or tradition.

Take them, Kyraleth urged. They were made for this purpose. They would want to be used again.

"Over here," Kira called. She'd moved to the chamber's far end. Her voice was steady, but Callen noticed her free hand pressed against her stomach, knuckles white.

Callen joined her and found himself looking at a record keeper's station—a stone desk bearing crystal tablets that pulsed faintly with preserved drift energy.

"They're still readable," Finch said. "If these tablets are intact..."

"Then they might tell us what we need to know." Callen touched one of the tablets. "About Vaelthrix. About the corruption. About how to stop what's waking beneath the capital."

Finch settled spectacles on his nose—lenses ground from drift-sensitive crystal that shimmered with their own inner light—and bent over the first tablet. His fingers hovered just above the surface, not touching, letting the preserved energy rise to meet him. For a long moment, nothing happened. Then the tablet's glow intensified, and Finch's eyes widened behind his lenses.

"Oh," he said softly. Then again, barely a whisper: "Oh, this changes everything."

He moved to a second tablet, then a third, reading with the speed of a man who had spent decades deciphering fragments and now found himself before the complete text. His hands trembled. Twice he stopped to clean his spectacles, and Callen suspected the gesture was less about clarity and more about composing himself.

"Finch," Callen said. "What did you find?"

The scholar turned to face them. His expression held something Callen had never seen on that mild, academic face before: grief so deep it bordered on reverence.

The tablets told a story that the official histories had forgotten—or deliberately concealed.

Vaelthrix hadn't been a monster. Not at first. The records painted him as a visionary, a Dragon Singer who saw what others refused to acknowledge: that the partnership between humans and dragons had become corrupted long before his weapon completed the job.

"Listen to this," Finch said, reading from a tablet that glowed with soft blue light. "'The bond was meant to be equal partnership, each race giving freely what the other lacked. But we have made it something else. We have made dragons our tools, our weapons, our beasts of burden. We call it partnership, but it is slavery by another name.'"

"He believed humans were exploiting dragons," Kira said slowly. "That the Dragon Singers had betrayed the original purpose of the bond."

"And he wasn't entirely wrong." Finch moved to another tablet. "There are records here of dragons forced into bonds against their will. Of Singers who used their connection to compel obedience. The corruption Vaelthrix created wasn't meant to destroy partnership—it was meant to sever bonds that had become chains."

"But it went wrong," Callen said. "It spread beyond his control."

"Far beyond." Finch's voice carried grief. "The corruption was designed to target forced bonds, unequal connections. But it couldn't distinguish between bonds that were abusive and bonds that were genuine. It attacked them all."

"This tablet has names," Finch said, moving to a rose-colored crystal. "A record of the fallen. Dragon Singers who succumbed to the corruption... and those who resisted." His finger traced the columns. "Seraphel the Wise—fell on the third day. Korvan Ashwright—held for seventeen days. Thalia Driftborn—never fell. She's listed among the Last Defenders."

"The Bone Fields," Callen said quietly. "We saw their remains."

"And here—the Council's debate about Vaelthrix himself. They couldn't destroy him. Killing Vaelthrix would have released the corruption all at once. The only option was containment."

"But containment required a vessel," Kira added. "Someone to hold the corruption indefinitely."

"Theraxis volunteered." Finch's voice had gone thick with emotion. "The records say he chose imprisonment over abandoning his partner. 'Where Vaelthrix goes, I go. What he carries, I carry. This is what partnership means—not the easy days, but the impossible ones.'" He set down the tablet with trembling hands. "They've been holding the corruption together for eight hundred years."

While the others absorbed this, Finch slipped a small tablet into his satchel—an amber crystal no larger than his palm. This record spoke of something the others weren't ready to hear. The tablet mentioned a name: Seraveth. A Dragon Singer who had discovered something about the corruption before her death—something that suggested it had evolved. Learned. Been waiting for exactly this moment.

He would share this information. Eventually. When he understood what it meant.

"Is there anything about how to stop it?" Callen asked finally. "A cure, a permanent containment?"

Finch returned to the tablets, searching. Long minutes passed.

"Here," he said at last, gesturing to a different tablet. "This one is different—newer, added after the original collection. It's a message."

"From who?"

"From Vaelthrix himself. Or Theraxis. I can't tell—the writing seems to be both of them, somehow merged." Finch leaned closer. "'To whoever finds these words: the corruption cannot be destroyed. It exists now as a fundamental force, woven into the drift itself. But it can be contained. Not through walls of stone, but through partnership freely chosen. The corruption feeds on forced connection. It cannot touch what it was never designed to attack.'"

Callen felt something shift in his understanding. "That's why we're resistant. The new partnerships. We're not repeating the old patterns."

"It seems so. But there's more." Finch's voice had gone troubled. "'Containment requires sacrifice. The corruption must have a vessel—a consciousness that can hold it without spreading it. For eight centuries, we have been that vessel. But we are failing. The prison weakens. Unless someone comes who can learn what we learned. Who can take what we hold and bind it somewhere it can never escape.'"

"They're asking for a replacement," Kira said quietly. "Someone to take over the containment."

"Or something else." Callen thought of Theron's words. "Theraxis has been waiting for a Dragon Singer. Maybe what they need isn't a replacement vessel—maybe it's a permanent solution."

"And you're the only Dragon Singer in three hundred years." Finch removed his spectacles, his expression troubled. "Callen, if this is accurate, whatever you find in the north... it might require more than just learning ancient secrets. It might require becoming the solution yourself."

We don't know that's what they're asking, Kyraleth said, but uncertainty colored his mental voice.

No. We don't. But we need to be prepared for the possibility.

"Pack whatever tablets we can carry," Callen said finally. "We'll study them more carefully later. For now, we keep moving."

Callen gathered the bonding implements carefully, wrapping them in cloth before securing them in his pack. The anchor went into a pocket close to his heart. These artifacts had waited eight centuries for someone to carry them back into the world.

The weight of history, Kyraleth observed. You carry it now as the old Singers carried it. I hope it does not crush you as it crushed them.

It won't. Because I'm not carrying it alone.


Chapter Nineteen


KIRA'S CRISIS



The closer they got to Theraxis, the worse Kira became.

Callen noticed it first in small ways—a tremor in her hands that hadn't been there before. A distant look that came over her during meals. Moments where she seemed to be listening to something none of them could hear. Xyrsanthe stayed close, the small dragon's presence a constant source of stability, but even that seemed to be wearing thin. The dragonet's scales had begun to flicker with stress patterns.

The scales on Kira's skin were constant now—no longer flickering, but present, shimmering along her forearms and climbing toward her neck. She kept them covered, but Callen caught glimpses. Xyrsanthe never left her side, but the effort showed in both of them.

Neither of them complained. Neither of them asked to stop.

The land itself was changing around them, and not just in temperature. On the second morning past the temple, Callen spotted birds perched on an ice formation to their left—a dozen of them, hunched and motionless, watching the party pass with an attention no wild bird should possess. Their plumage was wrong: dull where it should have been bright, shot through with dark streaks that caught no light. When one turned its head to track Kira specifically, Callen saw that its eyes reflected from the wrong angle—the same impossible refraction he'd seen in the corrupted wolves.

"Don't look at them," Minatha said quietly. She'd noticed too. "They're not—they're not fully real. Drift-impressions given shape. The corruption is thick enough here to animate things that aren't quite alive and aren't quite dead."

But it wasn't just the birds. Twice that morning Callen felt something watching from just beyond the edge of perception—a pressure against his drift-sense that carried the flavor of hunger. Not physical hunger. Something older, more patient, like a mouth that had been open for eight centuries waiting for something to fall in. The sensation intensified whenever Kira drew near, and faded when she moved away.

She was becoming a beacon. The branded wolves at the Bone Fields had been the first proof—corrupted creatures drawn to the corruption in her blood, a call-and-response written into the drift itself. Now the same pattern was repeating at smaller scales: birds that weren't birds, shadows that moved against the light, the faint impression of things pressing close whenever Kira's scales flickered toward visibility. Every mile north amplified the signal.

Callen thought of the Keeper brand on the dead wolf's haunch—the interlocking symbol burned into corrupted hide. The Keepers had been tracking these creatures for years. They had known exactly what Kira's blood would attract, had let the party walk into the wolf attack as a test. And they were almost certainly watching now, from their invisible posts in the ice, cataloguing every corrupted bird and drift-shadow that turned its attention toward the girl with dragon scales climbing her throat. Evaluating. Always evaluating. The forged token in his pocket and the real Keepers in the mountains—both watching, both waiting for something Callen couldn't name.

Callen noticed it during the third day's ride — Xyrsanthe's scales had deepened. The silver-to-gold shimmer she'd worn since hatching had settled into something richer: bronze and copper, the colors of autumn leaves held against firelight. As though proximity to the corruption's source was tempering her the way a forge tempered steel.

Kira had noticed too. She ran her thumb across the dragonet's flank with the careful attention of someone cataloguing changes she couldn't control. "She's darkening," Kira said quietly. "Growing. Faster than she should."

Xyrsanthe chirped — not distressed, but watchful. Whatever was changing in her scales, the dragonet didn't seem to mind. She wore the new colors the way a soldier wears campaign marks: proof of something survived.

"Why can't Kyraleth just carry us the rest of the way?" Finch asked, rubbing his arms against the deepening cold. The scholar's gaze kept flicking nervously toward the motionless birds. "We'd be past these—things—in an hour."

"He can't carry five riders and supplies," Callen said. "And the northern drift currents are hostile to sustained dragon flight. Keeper wards, ancient defenses—Kyraleth says the boundaries press against him like walls. He scouts in short bursts above the ward-line, but anything longer and the drift pushes back." He watched one of the birds tilt its head, still tracking Kira. "Down here, on the ground, is the only safe approach. If you can call this safe."

Each night, Callen reached for Nora through the anchor, testing the limits of their connection. The pattern was becoming clear: strong emotion strengthened the link; distance weakened it; and Nora's own state mattered as much as his. When she was calm, focused, the connection held steady across hundreds of miles. When she was distressed or distracted, it wavered like a candle in wind.

Tonight, the connection was strong.

The council met again, Nora sent, her mental voice tight with frustration. Lysara faced them alone. Inspector Velan presented a list of "concerns"—our enrollment numbers, our training methods, our housing of "potentially dangerous individuals." He had details he shouldn't have had. Someone's been talking.

The network, Callen replied. They're selling information about us to whoever's buying.

Elder Shendra thinks Velan himself isn't the threat. He's just a tool for people who want to know what we're doing without coming here themselves. A pause. Papa, I tried to help Kira again tonight. Like before. But the corruption... it's getting louder. Harder to push back. It's like it recognizes me now. Like it's learning.

The words chilled him more than the mountain cold. Don't push too hard. Your limits⁠—

I know my limits. Her mental voice carried an edge he hadn't heard before—not defiance exactly, but certainty. Solara helps me feel them. When I reach too far, she pulls me back. We're learning together. Then, quieter — the tone she used when something frightened her but she'd decided to face it anyway: Papa. The old voice. The one from my dreams, the one that showed me ice that never melts. It's louder now. Not the same as the thing beneath the capital — this one is sad, not hungry. It knows you're getting closer. A pause, weighted with something ancient moving through a nine-year-old's awareness. It wants you to hurry. It's tired of being alone.

She was growing faster than he could track. Faster than anyone could guide. The bond with Solara was accelerating her development in ways the old texts had never described—because the old texts had never imagined a Bridge-child bonding with a dragonet hatched from the preserved eggs, the two youngest and most powerful forces in the drift learning to shape each other.

Be careful, he sent. I need you to be there when I come home.

I will be. I promise.

The connection faded, leaving Callen alone with the stars and the knowledge that his daughter was becoming something remarkable. Something the Kingdom's inspectors couldn't begin to understand.
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Three days past the sanctuary, Kira collapsed.

The morning had begun wrong. The corrupted birds were back—more of them now, lining the ice formations on both sides of the path like a grotesque honor guard. They didn't move, didn't call, didn't fly. They simply watched, their impossible eyes fixed on Kira with a hunger that had nothing to do with food. Xyrsanthe hissed at them from Kira's shoulder, scales blazing, but the things didn't flinch. They were beyond fear. Beyond instinct. They were corrupted drift given feathers and patience, and they wanted what lived in Kira's blood.

Kira had stopped trying to hide the scales. They covered both forearms entirely now, climbing past her elbows, and the iridescent black had begun creeping above her collar despite Xyrsanthe's constant warmth. She moved stiffly, as though fighting her own body for control of each step. When Callen asked how she was, she said "managing" in a voice that sounded like it came from a long way off.

They'd stopped to rest the horses beside a frozen stream. Callen was consulting Finch's maps when he heard Xyrsanthe's cry—a sound of distress that cut through the cold air like a blade.

He found Kira on her hands and knees, scales rippling across her skin in waves of iridescent black. Not the controlled manifestation she'd shown at the trial—this was something else. Something wrong. The scales spread like dark water, climbing her arms, wrapping around her throat. Her fingers had begun to lengthen, the nails darkening and curving into something that wasn't quite human. A sound came from her chest—half sob, half growl—as though two voices were fighting for control of the same throat.

"Hold her," he ordered. Korvain and Minatha moved to comply, but Kira's body was shifting, contorting. Korvain's hands found her shoulders and flinched back—her skin radiated a cold that burned, the corruption's chill bleeding through even the Pyrin warrior's fire-nature. He gritted his teeth and held on anyway, steam hissing where his palms met the scales.

Through the drift, Callen reached for her—and nearly lost himself in what he found.

The corruption inside Kira had been stable for months, balanced by her bond with Xyrsanthe. But something was destabilizing it now. Something was calling to it from the north, resonating with frequencies that her partially-corrupted flesh couldn't resist. The call was like music—terrible, beautiful music that promised completion. It whispered in harmonics that bypassed thought and spoke directly to the corruption embedded in her cells: You were always meant to be more than this. The scales are not a cage. They are wings you haven't yet learned to spread.

Vaelthrix, he realized. He's reaching out. And Kira's corruption is responding.

"Get back," he snapped at the others. "All of you. I need space."

They retreated. Only Xyrsanthe remained, the dragonet refusing to leave her partner, her small body pressed against Kira's shoulder even as scales spread across it. The dragonet's scales were burning white-hot now, heat pouring off her in waves that should have been impossible for so small a creature. Bronze and copper blazed like a forge-mouth opened against the dark. Xyrsanthe was fighting with everything she had—not against Kira, but against the thing inside Kira that wanted to finish what Stark had started.

"Kira." Callen gripped her face with both hands, forcing her to meet his eyes. Her pupils had gone vertical, like a dragon's. The irises had begun to shift color—from their usual dark brown toward something gold and alien, the corruption rewriting her from the inside out. "Focus on my voice. Focus on the bond. You're still here. You're still human."

"He's showing me things," she gasped. "Vaelthrix. He can feel me. Feel my corruption. He's trying to—" She screamed as a wave of transformation ripped through her. The scales surged up her neck and across her jaw, the skin beneath them hardening, thickening. Her spine arched and something moved beneath the skin of her back—the suggestion of structures that had no business existing in a human body. Xyrsanthe screamed with her, the dragonet's cry carrying a fury that shook the drift itself.

Callen, Kyraleth's voice came urgent. The corruption is accelerating beyond her bond's ability to compensate. If it completes, she'll be lost.

What can I do?

Ground her. Use your bond as an anchor. Show her what partnership truly means.

Callen didn't hesitate. He closed his eyes and opened his bond with Kyraleth fully—the complete merging they'd achieved only rarely.

Power flooded through him. Dragon sight overlaid his own, showing the world in patterns of energy and intention. He could see Kira now as Kyraleth saw her—a human form wrapped in tendrils of corruption, each tendril reaching northward toward a distant darkness. The tendrils pulsed with a rhythm that matched something beyond the horizon—Vaelthrix's heartbeat, or whatever passed for a heartbeat in a consciousness that had been merged with corruption for eight centuries. Each pulse drew more of Kira toward the source. Each pulse completed another fraction of the transformation her father had begun.

And he could see her bond with Xyrsanthe—a thread of gold struggling to hold against the corruption's pull, fraying at the edges. The thread was beautiful and terrible in its thinness. A dragonet's love—total, absolute, but young. So young. Xyrsanthe was barely past hatching, and the corruption she fought had been accumulating power since before human kingdoms existed. The golden thread held because the love behind it was genuine, but it was burning through its reserves faster than Xyrsanthe could replenish them.

Callen reached out with the merged power and touched that golden thread.

You are not alone, he sent. Not just words but feeling—the strength of his bond with Kyraleth, the love he held for his family. The corruption wants to isolate you. But you're more than what your father made you. You're Xyrsanthe's partner. You're a fighter who chose differently. You're Kira—and every second you've spent choosing yourself over what Stark intended is a wall the corruption can't breach.

The corruption fought back. Cold spread through his chest, reaching for his heart.

Then Xyrsanthe's voice joined his.

The dragonet was young, small, barely past hatching. But her love for Kira was fierce and absolute.

Mine, the dragonet declared. She is mine. You cannot have her.

The golden thread blazed brighter at Xyrsanthe's declaration—but not enough. The corruption pressed in from all sides, cold and patient and old, and the dragonet's fire, for all its ferocity, was guttering. Callen could feel it: the imbalance of the equation. One small dragonet against eight centuries of accumulated corruption. Love was not always enough when the enemy had had a millennium to learn how love could be broken.

And from far away—impossibly far—Callen felt another presence join the struggle. Warmth. Fire. A daughter's power reaching across hundreds of miles because someone she'd helped before was in danger again.

Nora.

But not Nora alone. The anchor at Callen's chest blazed with a heat that should have burned his skin, and through its connection he felt two presences arriving together: Nora's—familiar, focused, her Bridge-nature reaching with disciplined precision—and something else. Something hotter. More primal. A fire that tasted of newborn gold and the first light of morning.

Solara.

The unhatched dragonet's presence was unmistakable—distinct from Nora's the way a forge-fire is distinct from a hearth. Where Nora reached with care and intention, Solara burned with an instinct that predated thought. The dragonet inside the egg had felt her partner's need, felt the cry of a sister-dragon she had never met, and had chosen—from inside the shell, from four hundred miles away—to answer.

Callen felt the mechanism as it happened, and it stole his breath.

Solara didn't reach for Kira directly. She couldn't—she was unhatched, formless, a consciousness without a body to channel through. Instead, she poured her fire into Nora's bond, lending the child the draconic capacity for projection that let a bond span distance. Nora became the lens; Solara became the light. And through that combined reach, they found Xyrsanthe's golden thread and amplified it.

Fire calling to fire across hundreds of miles.

The effect was immediate and visible. Xyrsanthe's golden thread didn't just brighten—it expanded, fed by Solara's fire the way a candle flame expands when sheltered from the wind. The dragonet on Kira's shoulder gasped, then roared—a sound too large for her body, because for one shining moment it wasn't just her voice. It was Solara's too. Two dragonets, one hatched and one still dreaming inside her shell, choosing together to hold the line against a corruption older than either of their bloodlines.

He felt her touch Kira's bond with something that wasn't quite drift energy and wasn't quite flame. It was both—Nora's Bridge-nature fused with Solara's draconic fire, creating a frequency the corruption had never been designed to attack. The corruption knew how to devour bonds between dragons and humans. It knew how to twist love into suspicion, trust into paranoia. But it did not know what to do with this: a child and an unhatched dragonet, neither of them old enough to have learned that what they were doing was supposed to be impossible, pouring warmth into a stranger's bond because it was the right thing to do. The corruption recoiled from it, hissing, retreating from warmth it couldn't consume.

The scales spreading across Kira's skin slowed, then stopped, then began to recede. The structures moving beneath the skin of her back stilled and dissolved. Her fingers shortened, nails paling back to human. The gold bled from her irises, brown returning like earth after a thaw. Her eyes cleared—human again, full of terror and exhaustion, but human.

"What..." she managed, before her body gave out entirely. Callen caught her as she collapsed.

"She's stable," he said to the others. "But weak. We need to rest here."

"What happened?" Finch asked, his voice shaking.

"Something reached for her. From ahead." Callen looked north. "And something from home pushed it back."

He touched the anchor at his chest, feeling its lingering warmth. Nora had heard. Nora had helped. Across hundreds of miles, his daughter had done what should have been impossible. Not alone—never alone. Solara had been there too, the youngest dragonet in the world lending her fire to a sister she'd never met, because that was what partnership meant. Not just the bonds you chose for yourself, but the bonds you chose to protect in others.

The connection that had let her help was fading now—the effort of reaching so far clearly exhausting her. But before it went silent entirely, he felt one last impression: pride. Fierce, quiet pride in what she'd accomplished. And beneath it, fainter, a second impression—curiosity. Solara, retreating back into the warmth of her egg, already processing what she'd learned about the world outside the shell. Already forming judgments.

Rest, he sent. You did well. Now rest.

No response came. But the anchor stayed warm against his heart.

"If it can do that from this distance..." Korvain didn't finish the sentence. He didn't need to.

He's growing stronger, Kyraleth confirmed. Feeding on something. Whatever temporary containment Theraxis achieved is failing.

Callen looked down at Kira's unconscious form, at the small dragon curled protectively around her neck. Xyrsanthe's scales had cooled from white-hot to a steady bronze glow, but the dragonet hadn't relaxed. Her eyes—fierce, amber, ancient despite her youth—stayed fixed on Kira's face, and a low vibration rose from her chest. Not a purr. A warning. A promise. Anything that reached for Kira again would have to go through Xyrsanthe first, and the dragonet had just been reminded that she did not fight alone.

"Finch," he said slowly, a thought forming. "The records at the sanctuary. They said the corruption was designed to attack forced bonds. Unequal partnerships."

"That's right."

"But it couldn't touch what it wasn't designed to attack. Freely chosen connections." He looked at Xyrsanthe. "What if that's not just resistance? What if that's the key to defeating it entirely?"

"I don't follow."

"The corruption is a weapon. Weapons can be turned. If we could find a way to use freely chosen partnership not just to resist the corruption, but to actively counteract it..."

"That's a considerable leap of logic," Finch said, but his voice carried something that might have been hope.

"It's all we have." Callen rose, his legs unsteady. "Make camp. We rest until Kira can travel. And we pray that Theraxis has answers I haven't thought to ask."

Minatha stood apart from the others, her arms wrapped around herself, her face pale.

"I felt nothing," she said, her voice hollow. "The whole time—Kira fighting, the corruption reaching for her—I felt nothing. My gift is useless here."

"You're here," Callen said. "You're watching. Some things don't require gifts to perceive." He touched her shoulder briefly. "The north doesn't want to be understood. Don't blame yourself for its wrongness."

She didn't look convinced. But she nodded and moved to help set up camp.

The mountains grow closer, Kyraleth observed. Another day's travel, perhaps two.

And then?

And then we learn what eight centuries of waiting has wrought. Whether Theraxis still hopes for salvation, or whether he's become something else entirely.

You don't think he'll help us?

I think eight hundred years is a very long time. I think isolation changes even dragons. And I think whatever we find in those mountains will not be what we expect.

Callen settled into the rhythms of making camp, one eye always on Kira's unconscious form. Whatever waited for them with Theraxis, they would face it together.

It was the only way they'd ever survived.
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The mountains ended in ice.

Callen reined in his horse at the edge of a landscape that seemed to belong to another world entirely. The transition was abrupt—one moment rocky alpine terrain, the next a wall of frozen white that rose like a continent standing on edge. Behind them, the rocky passes offered familiar challenges. Before them stretched something else entirely.

A glacier filled the valley between peaks, ancient ice that had accumulated over millennia until it formed a barrier as effective as any wall. The surface wasn't smooth but ridged and crevassed, pressure and time having sculpted it into a maze of towers and valleys. Deep within the ice, Callen could see shadows that might have been rock trapped during ancient glacial advances, or might have been something else entirely.

The ice itself glowed faintly from within—not reflected light, but something deeper. Drift energy, concentrated and preserved across centuries. Veins of luminescence threaded through the frozen mass like the circulatory system of some vast sleeping creature, pulsing with a rhythm that wasn't quite heartbeat but wasn't quite random either.

The cold here was different from what they'd experienced in the mountains. This cold felt intentional. Malicious. It seeped through their layers not because it was extreme but because it wanted to, probing for weakness like a living thing.

The corrupted birds had not followed them this far. Callen had noticed their absence an hour ago—the motionless watchers thinning out, then vanishing entirely, as though whatever animated them had been recalled. The absence was worse than the presence. It meant the corruption no longer needed sentinels. They were close enough now to be felt directly.

The anchor at Callen's chest flared hot against his skin—a warning pulse from Nora, hundreds of miles away. He reached for her through the connection, but the distance had stretched their link to breaking. He caught only fragments:

...feel it from here... something waking... be careful...

The words dissolved before he could grasp them fully. At this distance—nearly four hundred miles now—Nora could sense the corruption's stirring, but couldn't send clearly. The pattern held: she received better than she sent, and emotional intensity determined clarity. Whatever she was feeling right now, it was strong enough to push through the miles.

And at the glacier's center, a gate.

The structure shouldn't have existed. It rose from the glacier's heart, perhaps half a mile from where they stood, constructed from ice so dark it was nearly black. Twin pillars flanked an opening perhaps thirty feet high, their surfaces covered in symbols that shifted and crawled when Callen tried to focus on them.

The gate itself stood open, revealing only darkness beyond—darkness that seemed to breathe, to pulse, to wait.

"That's not natural," Finch said. His breath came in rapid plumes, ice already forming in his beard. "The construction methods alone... it should have collapsed centuries ago."

"Dragon Singer work," Kira said quietly. She'd recovered from her crisis three days past, though shadows lingered beneath her eyes and Xyrsanthe rarely left contact with her skin. "I can feel it. The same resonance as the sanctuary, but older. Much older."

As she spoke, scales flickered along her jaw. Her hand rose unconsciously to press against her chest, and Callen saw her lips move in what might have been breathing exercises or silent communication with Xyrsanthe. The dragonet's scales pulsed brighter in response.

"The corruption," Kira added, her voice strained. "It's not just louder here. It's... organized. Like it knows we're coming and has been preparing."

Callen looked at his companions and saw the journey written on them. Minatha sat rigid in her saddle, tears frozen on her cheeks, her drift-sight showing her echoes none of them could perceive. Her lips moved in silent words, conversations with the dead.

Korvain was worse. The Pyrin warrior slumped forward, his fire-nature guttering. Steam no longer rose from his skin when snow touched it. But it wasn't just the cold—Callen caught the warrior pressing his hand against his chest, his expression haunted.

Beneath them, far below the glacier's surface, something stirred. Callen felt it through the drift—a presence so vast it made the glacier itself seem like a thin skin over unfathomable depths.

Theraxis knows we're here, Kyraleth confirmed. The dragon had landed behind them, his blue-black scales standing stark against the white landscape. I can feel him. He's been aware of our approach for days.

And he's just let us come?

He's been waiting eight centuries for this. A few more days would mean nothing to him. Kyraleth's mental voice carried something Callen rarely heard from his partner—uncertainty bordering on fear. Callen, what I feel from beyond that gate... it's not just ancient. It's different. Changed by time in ways I can't predict.

Then something else brushed against their bond. Not Kyraleth—something from outside. Vast. Ancient. Tired beyond imagining.

The touch was gentle, almost tentative, like fingers that had forgotten how to be soft. Callen felt eight centuries in that contact—the weight of years that had seen the Dragon Singer civilization crumble.

You came. The thought wasn't words exactly, but meaning that translated itself into language. I had begun to wonder if anyone ever would.

Callen's throat tightened. He'd expected malevolence, or madness. What he felt instead was simply... old. An ancient mind that had been carrying an impossible burden for longer than human memory.

We came, he sent back. We're here.

Something that might have been gratitude flickered through the contact before it withdrew.

As the connection faded, the anchor at Callen's chest pulsed again—stronger this time. Nora. She'd felt the exchange, even across the miles. He caught a flash of her perception: Theraxis's presence registering to her like a distant bonfire, visible from the Academy because of its sheer magnitude.

He's not the enemy, her impression came through, fragmented but clear enough. The thing inside him is.

His daughter could sense the difference between prison and prisoner from four hundred miles away. The bond with Solara was teaching her to read patterns in the drift that even Callen couldn't perceive.

"We camp here tonight," Callen announced, his voice rougher than he intended. "Rest, prepare. We enter tomorrow at first light."

"Is that wise?" Korvain asked. His hands kept moving to the fire-starting materials in his pack. "If he knows we're here..."

"Then he can wait one more night." Callen dismounted. "We face whatever's in there rested and ready, or we don't face it at all."

They made camp in the shadow of a rock outcropping, sheltered from the worst of the wind but still exposed to cold that seemed to seep into their bones with deliberate patience. The horses huddled together for warmth, their eyes rolling white whenever they looked toward the gate.

Even the fire Minatha coaxed from their dwindling supplies seemed reluctant to burn. The flames flickered low and blue rather than orange, as if the heat itself was being stolen.

Kira sat closest to the flames, but her attention wasn't on the fire. Her eyes kept drifting toward the gate, and each time they did, the scales along her neck shimmered into visibility.

"I can feel it," Kira said quietly, when she caught Callen watching. "Pulling. Like a current I have to swim against." She pressed her hand to her chest. "It's stronger here than during my crisis. But also... different. More focused."

"Can you manage it?"

"Yes." The word came without hesitation. "As long as Xyrsanthe stays close. As long as I don't stop fighting." She paused. Something shifted in her expression—not softness exactly, but the shadow of wonder beneath the exhaustion. "Whatever your daughter did during my crisis—that fire she sent through the bond—I can still feel the echo of it. Like a coal buried under ash. When the pull gets too strong, I press against that warmth, and the corruption flinches." She looked at Xyrsanthe. "It's not just my bond anymore. There's something else woven into it now. Something that tastes like gold."

Solara, Callen thought. Still helping, even from four hundred miles away, even from inside an egg. The youngest dragonet in the world, and she'd left a piece of her fire in a stranger's bond like a gift tucked into a pocket.

Near the fire's edge, Korvain suddenly went rigid. His eyes had glazed, fixed on something none of them could see.

"He's calling me," the warrior whispered. "My brother. He says I can join him. That the fire in my blood is poison, and he knows how to make it pure..."

Minatha's hand found his arm. "Korvain. That's not your brother. That's the corruption using your grief."

"I know." But Korvain's voice shook. "I know it's not him. But it sounds like him. It knows exactly what he would say."

Callen moved to kneel beside the warrior. "Focus on the fire. The real fire—the one inside you. What does Minatha's presence feel like?"

Korvain's breathing steadied. His hand found Minatha's, and slowly, the glazed look faded from his eyes. "Warm. Real. Not like the voice."

"Hold onto that. The corruption can mimic memory, but it can't mimic genuine connection. That's what makes it vulnerable."

Sleep came poorly that night. Callen lay in his bedroll, staring at stars that seemed sharper here, colder. Through his bond with Kyraleth, he felt his partner's vigilance—the dragon hadn't closed his eyes since they'd stopped.

You should rest, Callen sent.

I cannot. Something about that gate... it calls to inherited memories I didn't know I carried. A pause. My bloodline is connected to what waits beyond. Not directly—Theraxis was not my ancestor—but we share common roots. Dragons who lived before the corruption.

Recognizes it how?

As something I could become. Given the right circumstances. Kyraleth's mental voice carried shame. The corruption Vaelthrix created... it didn't just attack bonds. It revealed what dragons might become without the balance humans provide. Wild. Isolated. Mad. We need partnership, Callen. Not because we're weak without it, but because we're incomplete.

You're not mad. You're not wild.

Because I have you. The simplicity of the statement carried weight that words couldn't fully express. Whatever we find, we face it together. That's what partnership means.

That's what partnership means, Callen agreed.

The anchor pulsed once more against his chest—Nora, checking on him, her concern bridging the miles. He sent back what reassurance he could: love, determination, the promise of return. The connection was thin at this distance, but it held.

He wondered if she was sleeping, or if she too lay awake, feeling the weight of what stirred in the north.

He slept, eventually. And if his dreams were filled with dark ice and eyes that had watched civilizations rise and fall, at least he wasn't alone in facing them.


Chapter Twenty


THE FIRST SINGER



Dawn brought no warmth, only light that seemed to emphasize the cold rather than counter it. They approached the gate in single file, horses left behind at the camp—the animals had refused to go further.

The glacier's surface cracked and groaned beneath their boots, the ice protesting weight it hadn't borne in centuries. Halfway to the gate, Callen felt it—a prickle across his drift-sense that had nothing to do with the corruption or the ancient structure ahead. He stopped walking. The others halted behind him.

"We're being watched," he said quietly.

Not from the gate. From behind them and to the east, along a ridgeline of pressure ice that overlooked the approach. The presence was subtle—trained, disciplined, nothing like the blunt hunger of corrupted wildlife. These were human minds behind human eyes, concealed with a skill that spoke of generations of practice. Not the Keepers they'd met in the mountains. Others. A second ring of the surveillance network, stationed at the very edge of Theraxis's domain, watching who came and who didn't leave.

Kyraleth confirmed it. Three. Perhaps four. They carry no weapons I can sense, but their drift-signatures are shielded in ways I've only felt from the Keepers' senior wardens. They've been here since before we made camp last night. A pause. They will not interfere. But they will report everything they see.

The Keepers' eyes reached even here—to the threshold of a prison they claimed they could not enter. Callen filed the knowledge away and kept walking. Let them watch. Let them report. If the party failed inside the glacier, the watchers on the ridge would be the last to know it.

The gate loomed larger as they approached, its black ice seeming to absorb the morning light. The symbols carved into its surface had stopped moving, frozen now in patterns that Callen almost recognized—dragon script, perhaps, but altered into something that predated the language he'd learned.

Kira walked with one hand pressed to Xyrsanthe, the other wrapped around her own midsection. The scales on her skin had stopped flickering—they were simply present now.

"I'm fine," she said, before he could ask. "It's loud, but I can hear Xyrsanthe over it. As long as I can hear her, I can hold."

"There's a test," Minatha said suddenly. Her voice carried the distant quality it took on when she was reading the drift. "The gate... it will only open for those worthy to pass."

"Worthy how?" Finch asked.

"I don't know. I can feel the requirement, but not its nature."

Callen stepped forward, approaching the gate alone. The darkness beyond seemed to deepen as he approached—void, hungry and patient.

He reached out with his drift sense, searching for whatever test the gate required. The awareness that had watched them pressed back, probing, assessing. He felt it touch his mind, rifle through memories with casual disregard for privacy—every kill he'd made as the Nightshade, every moment of despair.

The probing wasn't just mental. As the gate's consciousness pushed deeper into his memories, cold climbed his body in visible answer—frost crystallizing across his boots, creeping up his shins, spreading across his thighs like white fingers reading the story written in his bones. Each memory the gate pulled free brought more ice. The assassination in the harbor district: frost sealed his belt, locked his hands to his sides. The night he left Nora at the Academy: ice sheeted across his chest, pressing against his ribs until breathing became labor. The moment the Nightshade identity shattered and something worse looked back from the mirror: frost reached his throat, and the cold bit so deep his vision blurred.

Behind him, he heard Finch's sharp intake of breath. Korvain swore and started forward, but Minatha caught his arm.

"Don't." Her voice was strained. "The gate is reading him. If you interrupt⁠—"

"It's killing him."

"It's testing him. There's a difference." But her hand on Korvain's arm was white-knuckled, and her eyes never left Callen's frosting form. "He has to pass it alone."

Callen couldn't feel his fingers. The ice had reached his jaw, crystals forming along the stubble of his chin, and the cold had become a sound—a high, thin ringing that drowned thought. Through the frost clouding his vision he saw the gate's symbols pulse, drinking his memories like water.

The Nightshade, killer of thirty-seven. Father who abandoned his daughter. Dragon Singer who sacrificed everything and still wasn't enough.

The voice wasn't Theraxis. Callen could feel the difference immediately—where Theraxis's touch through the drift had been gentle, tentative, this was impersonal and absolute. The gate itself was speaking: ancient protocols woven into the ice by Dragon Singers who had died at their research posts eight centuries ago, designed to evaluate anyone who sought passage. The Keepers had given him a key to announce him as worthy, but the gate had its own judgment to render.

He pulled the ice shard from his pocket—his fingers barely closing around it, joints locked with cold, the motion costing him more effort than any blade he'd ever drawn—the key the Keepers had carved for him, its surface etched with pre-station symbols that predated the corruption itself. The symbols flared blue, resonating with the gate's own markings, and the probing consciousness paused—acknowledged the Keepers' endorsement. Then continued anyway. Worthiness, apparently, required more than a letter of introduction.

You carry death with you. Blood that will never wash clean. Why should you be allowed to pass?

"Because I'm trying to prevent more death. Because something is waking beneath the capital that will kill everyone I love if I don't stop it."

Show me.

The gate wanted proof. Not words but demonstration.

He opened his bond completely.

Power flooded through him, dragon and human merging into something greater than either alone. Through their merged awareness, he showed the gate what partnership truly meant—not control or submission, but willing union. Shared strength. Mutual sacrifice.

Kyraleth's fire blazed through the bond and met the gate's cold. The frost on Callen's body cracked—not melting, but fracturing, the ice splitting along fault lines as warmth from within pushed outward. The crystalline shell that had been climbing toward his eyes stopped, shuddered, and began to retreat. Not because the cold was weaker than the fire, but because the gate was reading the bond itself now, and what it found there burned brighter than anything it had been designed to contain.

Behind him, Kira screamed.

The gate's power, flowing through the drift to read Callen's bond, had brushed against the corruption in her blood—and the corruption had answered. Callen couldn't turn, couldn't break the gate's hold to look, but he heard Xyrsanthe's frantic chirping and Korvain's shouted curse. Through the drift he felt it: the gate's ancient protocols pulling at the corruption like a magnet drawing iron filings, and Kira's scales spreading in response—climbing her neck, reaching for her face, the transformation surging as though the gate's power had given it permission to complete what Stark had started.

"Hold her!" Minatha shouted. "It's the gate—it's resonating with the corruption. Kira, listen to my voice⁠—"

Xyrsanthe's fire flared white-hot. The dragonet threw herself across Kira's chest, scales blazing, and the corruption recoiled from that heat just enough. Kira's gasping breaths steadied. The scales stopped at her jawline. But Callen could feel the cost of holding them there—Xyrsanthe pouring everything she had into a wall that wouldn't hold forever.

The gate's presence recoiled, then returned with something that might have been surprise.

You are... unexpected. The bonds we knew were not like this. This is something else.

"This is what partnership should have always been."

A long silence.

The frost on Callen's body fell away in sheets, shattering on the glacier's surface like broken glass. He staggered, his knees nearly buckling—the cold had been holding him upright as much as imprisoning him, and without it his muscles screamed with returning sensation. Blood rushed back into his extremities with a pain like needles driven under the skin.

Then:

Pass, Dragon Singer. Let us see if Theraxis agrees.

The darkness beyond the gate shifted, became a passage lit by phosphorescent ice. Callen turned to his companions.

Kira was on her knees, Korvain and Minatha flanking her, Xyrsanthe wrapped around her throat like a living collar of bronze light. The scales had receded to her forearms, but slowly—reluctantly—as though the corruption remembered what the gate's power had tasted like and wanted more. Her eyes found Callen's, and what he saw there wasn't pain or fear but fury. She was angry at the thing inside her for answering a call she hadn't sent.

"I'm all right," she said, before anyone could ask. The words came through gritted teeth. "The gate pulled at it. But it's settling." She looked at the passage beyond. "Will it do that again?"

"I don't think so," Callen said. He wasn't certain, but the gate's consciousness had withdrawn—satisfied or simply finished, he couldn't tell. "The test was for me. You were collateral."

"Story of my life," Kira said, and the bitter humor in it meant she really was recovering.

"We're through. Stay close."
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The passage wound downward through ice that was older than anything Callen had ever touched—older than the Keepers' outpost, older than the Bone Fields, old enough that the drift energy preserved within it carried impressions of a world Callen didn't recognize. Through the ice walls, he glimpsed shadows frozen in place: shapes that might have been tools, or bones, or structures belonging to a civilization that had died before the corruption and been buried by centuries of glacial advance.

The temperature shifted as they descended, warming gradually until they no longer saw their breath. The change was wrong—heat rising from below, generated by something that shouldn't have been generating anything after eight centuries. The walls sweated, moisture beading on surfaces that had been frozen since before the Kingdom existed.

At intervals, alcoves opened in the passage walls. Each held artifacts preserved in ice: a pair of circlets connected by chains so fine they were nearly invisible. A tablet bearing a single line of text in a script Finch couldn't read. A crystal sphere that pulsed faintly, as if something still dreamed inside it.

The first alcove past the sphere held something different. A figure. Callen's hand went to his blade before his mind caught up—it was a statue, or had been. Carved from the same dark ice as the gate, it stood seven feet tall in a posture of readiness: humanoid but wrong in its proportions, arms too long, fingers too many, its featureless face angled toward the passage as though listening for footsteps it had been promised centuries ago. A guardian. One of the ancient constructs designed to defend the prison.

It was frozen. Inert. Dead ice and nothing more.

But as Callen passed, the faintest luminescence flickered behind the guardian's featureless face—there and gone, blue-white, like a candle glimpsed through a closing door. He stopped. Stared. The glow didn't return. The construct remained motionless, its too-long arms hanging at its sides, its eyeless face as blank as the moment it was carved.

He said nothing to the others. It could have been reflected phosphorescence. The ice played tricks with light down here.

The passage widened, and the phosphorescent glow intensified until they were walking through light rather than darkness—blue-white luminescence that seemed to breathe with a rhythm Callen couldn't identify. Not a heartbeat. Something slower. The respiration of something vast.

"This shouldn't be possible," Finch muttered, running his hand along a wall smooth as glass.

He paused at a section where symbols had been carved with particular care. "There are references here to communities that fled rather than submit. I assumed they died out." He moved on without elaborating, but Callen saw him slip a small amber tablet into his satchel—a scholar's instinct overriding scholarly ethics. Whatever Finch had found, he wasn't ready to share it.

They passed more guardians as they descended—dozens of them, stationed at regular intervals along the passage like sentinels of a forgotten army. Each was unique: some held weapons of dark ice, blades and spears that had never dulled; others stood empty-handed, their elongated fingers curled into shapes that suggested they were the weapons. All faced the passage. All were still.

But something was changing. In the deeper alcoves, where the walls sweated and the warmth from below pressed against eight centuries of cold, the stillness had a different quality. Less like death and more like sleep. Callen passed a guardian whose arms had shifted—he was certain of it. The last time he'd glanced at it, both hands had been at its sides. Now the right hand was raised slightly, fingers splayed, as though reaching for something it had sensed in the drift. He hadn't heard it move. He hadn't felt it through the drift. But the hand was up, and it hadn't been before.

"Callen." Minatha's voice was barely audible. She was staring at a guardian three alcoves back. "That one's head. It moved."

He looked. The guardian she'd indicated was facing them now. He couldn't swear it had been facing the opposite direction before—the featureless faces made orientation difficult to track—but Minatha's drift-sight was rarely wrong about spatial details, even when everything else was failing her.

"Keep moving," he said quietly. "Don't stop. Don't touch them."

Then the passage opened, and they stopped.
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The cavern dwarfed anything Callen had seen.

The space was vast—perhaps a mile across, the ceiling lost in luminous mist far overhead. Structures rose from the cavern floor like organic growths, buildings and bridges carved from living ice. This had been a city once, where Dragon Singers and their partners had lived together.

Along the cavern's walls, guardians stood in ranks—hundreds of them, an army frozen mid-vigil. Here, in the vast space where the corruption's ambient pulse was strongest, the stirring was unmistakable. Heads had turned. Hands had risen. Two guardians near the cavern's entrance had taken a full step out of their alcoves, their feet planted on the cavern floor for the first time in eight hundred years. Their featureless faces were angled toward the passage the party had just exited, and the luminescence behind those faces wasn't flickering anymore. It was steady. A cold blue light that pulsed in time with the corruption's rhythm, as though the failing containment was feeding power back into defenses that no longer knew friend from enemy.

None of them moved while Callen watched. But none of them were still, either. They vibrated—a frequency below sound, below feeling, detectable only as wrongness: the sense that something large and patient was deciding whether to wake.

At the cavern's center, a mountain of darkness.

No—not a mountain. A dragon.

Theraxis was larger than Callen had imagined possible. Kyraleth could have curled comfortably on one of his claws. The ancient dragon filled the cavern's heart, his body coiled around a structure that pulsed with sickly rhythm.

His scales had darkened to near-black—centuries of absorbing the corruption had leached whatever color they'd once held until they resembled deep volcanic glass, shot through with veins of absolute darkness that pulsed with slow, terrible rhythm. The veins weren't part of him, Callen realized. They were the corruption itself, threaded through his body like a parasite woven into its host.

His eyes were open. They had been open, Callen realized, since before they'd entered the valley. And they were amber—the only part of him that retained its original color, burning like twin lanterns in that darkened face. Eight hundred years of corruption had claimed everything else, but those eyes still held the warmth of the dragon he'd been before Vaelthrix's creation had unmade the world.

Dragon Singer. The voice rolled through the cavern like thunder. You have come at last.

At the sound of that voice, every guardian in the cavern went still. The vibration stopped. The cold blue lights behind their faces dimmed to nothing. Whatever Theraxis was—jailer, prisoner, both at once—he was still master of this place. The constructs recognized his authority even as the corruption eroded the will behind it.

But for how much longer, Callen didn't know.

Callen stepped forward. "Theraxis. We've come seeking answers."

I know why you've come. I have dreamed of your arrival since before your grandfather's grandfather drew breath.

The voice paused, and in that pause, Callen felt the weight of eight hundred years—not as abstract number but as lived experience.

"Then you know what's happening. Vaelthrix is waking beneath the capital. The corruption⁠—"

His corruption. Something like grief colored the mental thunder. He created it to free us. It became the thing that destroyed us.

Theraxis's great head lowered slightly.

Do you know what I was, Dragon Singer, before I became this? I was Vaelthrix's partner. His lover. His other half. For three hundred years we flew together. We were proof that the bond could be beautiful. And then I watched him create the thing that would destroy everything we'd built.

The anchor at Callen's chest suddenly blazed with heat. Nora—reaching through the miles, drawn by the weight of Theraxis's grief. He felt her touch the edge of the ancient dragon's consciousness, and Theraxis's great eye widened.

She feels like sunrise, the ancient dragon sent, surprise coloring his exhaustion. Your daughter. She touches the drift like no human I have sensed in eight centuries.

Through the anchor, Callen caught Nora's perception: Theraxis as a vast presence wrapped around something darker, holding it through sheer will. Prison and prisoner, wound together so tightly they'd become inseparable.

The darkness inside him isn't him, Nora sent, her impression fragmentary but clear. It used to be someone he loved. That's why he can't let go.

His daughter—ten years old now, growing faster than he could track—had understood in moments what Callen was still processing. The bond with Solara was teaching her to read emotional truth in ways that transcended distance.

"The corruption," Callen said. "You tried to contain it together."

I tried to kill him. My partner. My beloved. The corruption convinced me he was the enemy. Theraxis's voice dropped, becoming almost intimate. He stopped me. We stopped each other. And in that moment of clarity, we built this prison. One final act of partnership before the corruption made partnership impossible.

Kira's breath had gone shallow. Callen could see her connecting the story to her own—another relationship poisoned by the belief that power justified the cost. Stark had convinced himself that transformation was evolution, that experimenting on his own daughter was a gift. Vaelthrix had convinced himself that severing bonds was liberation. The pattern repeated across centuries: brilliant minds certain they knew better, destroying the people closest to them in service of an idea.

Beside her, Korvain had gone rigid again. The corruption was reaching through Theraxis's words, finding the channel of his grief.

"My brother died thinking he was becoming something better," Korvain said, his voice hollow. "The Baron told him the experiments would make him stronger. He believed it until the end."

Theraxis's great eye shifted to the warrior. You carry loss that the corruption can taste. It will try to use that loss against you. Do not let it.

"How do you stop it?" Korvain asked.

You hold onto what is real. What the corruption cannot mimic. Theraxis's gaze moved to where Minatha gripped Korvain's arm. Connection freely chosen. That is its weakness—and your shield.

"You've held it here for eight hundred years," Callen said.

I have held HIM here. Vaelthrix is not dead, Dragon Singer. He cannot die while the corruption exists, and the corruption cannot die while he feeds it. We are bound in a loop that has no end. Every moment for eight hundred years, I have felt him struggling against my hold. I have not known a moment's peace since before your kingdoms were founded.

"How?" Callen asked. "How do you stay sane?"

Theraxis's amber eyes regarded him with something that might have been amusement, or might have been despair.

Who says I am?

The words landed like stones. Callen felt the truth in them—not total madness, but something worse: a mind that could no longer always distinguish its own thoughts from the whispers of the corruption it contained. Eight centuries of holding Vaelthrix had blurred the boundary between jailer and prisoner until Theraxis existed as both, his consciousness threaded through with his partner's presence like the dark veins threaded through his scales.

As if summoned by the words, something stirred in the depths below. Callen felt it through the drift—a presence that wasn't Theraxis, something older and colder.

Ah, a new voice whispered, sliding between Theraxis's words like poison. New arrivals. How... delicious.

Theraxis's body tensed. Ignore it. The corruption speaks when it senses opportunity.

Ignore me? The voice carried amusement. After eight centuries, old friend, you should know better.

The presence focused on Callen with terrifying precision.

A Dragon Singer with a free bond. The voice turned toward Kira, and Callen felt its attention sharpen with recognition. And this one—oh, this one carries my work in her blood. Forced into her flesh by a man who found the remnants of my art and thought he could improve upon it. The experiments your Commander Stark performed, girl—where do you think that knowledge originated? A sound like laughter threaded through the drift. Every scale on your skin is my legacy, however distant. However crude the copy.

"It can hear us," Kira whispered, her hand pressed to her chest.

It has always heard us, Theraxis said grimly. Everything you say here, everything you think here, feeds the thing below. It learns. It adapts.

The anchor at Callen's chest pulsed—Nora, recoiling from something. Through their connection, he felt her brush against Vaelthrix's awareness and pull back sharply.

Don't let him know about me, she sent, her impression urgent. He felt me watching. He's... curious. That's dangerous.

Callen reinforced his mental shields, drawing the anchor's warmth inward, hiding the connection from the corruption's probing awareness. Nora had learned something important: Vaelthrix didn't just sense the drift around him—he hunted through it, searching for new channels to exploit.

"He's reaching beyond this prison," Callen said. "Affecting people in the south."

Yes. Resignation weighted the word. The containment fails. My will erodes. After eight hundred years, even dragons grow tired.

The great eye blinked, slow as continents drifting.

This is why you were needed, Dragon Singer. This is why I waited through centuries for one who might understand.

"Understand what? How to strengthen the containment?"

No. The word fell like a hammer. How to end it.

The containment was never meant to last forever. It was meant to buy time—for someone to discover what Vaelthrix never could.

"Which is?"

Theraxis's great head rose, and in his amber eyes Callen saw something he hadn't expected—hope, fragile and desperate.

The corruption was designed to break forced bonds. But you and your partner... you've shown that bonds can be freely chosen. Equal. True. The gate recognized it—something we never achieved even in our golden age.

The corruption cannot touch what it wasn't designed to attack. If you can show me how... if you can teach an old dragon new patterns of partnership... perhaps the corruption can be not just contained, but transformed.

"You want me to heal you?"

I want you to try. Eight hundred years of containing darkness... I may be beyond saving. But if there's any chance...

Theraxis's voice broke, emotion cracking through eight centuries of careful control.

I would not die as a monster, Dragon Singer. I have held that monster for too long to become it at the end.

Through the anchor, Callen felt Nora's presence—not words, but understanding. She was following the conversation across the miles, her unique perception filling gaps that his own senses missed.

He's telling the truth, she sent. The grief is real. The hope is real. But the thing inside him—it's listening too. It's learning from everything he says.

What does it want?

To be free. To spread. To make everything like itself. A pause, then: It's afraid of you, Papa. Of what you and Kyraleth have. It doesn't understand how a bond can be equal.

His daughter, four hundred miles away, had identified the corruption's fundamental weakness. It couldn't comprehend freely chosen partnership because it had been designed to destroy forced ones. The concept was outside its parameters.

Callen looked at his companions—at Finch's scholarly fascination warring with terror, at Kira's dawning understanding, at Korvain and Minatha holding onto each other against the corruption's whispered lies.

What do you think? he sent to Kyraleth.

I think he's telling the truth. And I think he's terrified. His partner's mental voice carried compassion. Eight centuries, Callen. He's asking for death—but death with meaning.

Can we do what he's asking?

I don't know. But I know we have to try.

Callen stepped forward, approaching the ancient dragon with care.

"I can't promise success," he said. "But I'm willing to try. We're willing to try."

Theraxis's great eye closed, then opened again, wetness glistening along its edge—tears.

That is more than anyone has offered in eight hundred years.

The ancient voice gentled.

Come then, Dragon Singer. Let me show you what I've held. Let me show you the corruption's heart. And perhaps together, we can find a way to end what should never have begun.


Chapter Twenty-One


THE HEART OF CORRUPTION



The Keepers were waiting for them beyond the gate.

Not the watchers on the ridgeline—these stood in the open, seven figures in pale furs arranged in a loose semicircle at the mouth of a natural amphitheater carved into the glacier's interior. The amphitheater was vast, its walls rising in concentric tiers of blue-white ice, and at its center a circle had been cut into the frozen floor—ancient symbols glowing faint blue where drift energy pooled in their depths. The same symbols Callen had seen on the gate, on the Keeper outposts, on the branded wolves. A language older than the Kingdom, preserved in ice and purpose.

Elder Moth stood at the amphitheater's highest tier, his face hidden beneath a cowl of white fur, his presence in the drift as still and heavy as the glacier itself. Callen had never met him, but he recognized the weight of command—the way the other Keepers oriented toward him the way iron filings orient toward a lodestone.

Beside him, the white-haired woman from the earlier encounters. And at the circle's edge, already waiting, a man Callen hadn't seen before.

Brother Cairn was built like a siege engine given human form—broad-shouldered, thick through the chest, his bare forearms roped with muscle despite the cold that would have crippled lesser men. Ritual scars crossed both cheekbones in patterns that caught the amphitheater's blue light, each scar deliberately placed, each one marking something Callen couldn't read. He held an ice-staff nearly seven feet long, its surface etched with the same pre-corruption symbols, and the drift energy that pulsed through it made the air around the weapon shimmer with visible cold.

"Dragon Singer." Brother Cairn's voice echoed off the amphitheater walls. No greeting in it. No hostility either—just the flat assessment of a man measuring an opponent. "You seek the Guardian. The Guardian's prison was built by a Singer who loved his dragon. It was sealed by a dragon who loved his Singer." The ice-staff shifted in his grip, casual and precise. "If you cannot demonstrate that your bond is real—not commanded, not convenient, not conditional—you will not pass."

"You tested us at the ritual circle on the mountain," Callen said. "We opened the bond. Your people saw what lies between us."

"We saw." The white-haired woman descended two tiers. "And what we saw was... unusual. But observation is not proof. The old Singers could mimic equality when watched. Their bonds looked beautiful from the outside." Her gaze was steady, unapologetic. "We need to see what the bond does under pressure. Not what it looks like at rest."

Callen understood. "A fight."

"A test," Brother Cairn corrected. "You will fight me in the circle. Your bond with the dragon must remain open—we will be reading it throughout. But the bond must be passive. No dragon-fire from above. No tactical feed. No borrowed strength." He planted the ice-staff's butt on the frozen ground, and frost radiated outward from the impact point in a perfect circle. "We want to see what you are, Dragon Singer. Not what your dragon makes you."

They want to strip us apart, Kyraleth sent, his presence warm against the amphitheater's chill. See what you are without me fighting beside you.

Can you hold the bond open and passive at the same time?

I can. But it will take effort. The instinct to help you—to feed you information, to lend you strength—that instinct is as natural as breathing. Restraining it while you fight will be the hardest thing I've done since the corruption reached for Kira. A pause. But I understand what they're asking. And they're right to ask it. If the bond only works when I'm carrying you, it's not partnership. It's dependency.

Callen drew his sword. The blade caught the amphitheater's blue light and threw it back, and the Keepers on the tiers shifted—recognizing the weapon's quality, the way it sat in his hand like an extension of bone.

"Your companions remain outside the circle," Brother Cairn said. "The test is yours alone."

Kira, Korvain, Minatha, and Finch were directed to a section of tiered seating. Four Keepers positioned themselves nearby—close enough to be called escort, close enough to be called guard. Callen met Kira's eyes and saw her jaw tighten. She understood the implicit threat.

He stepped into the circle.

The symbols beneath his boots flared bright as he crossed the boundary, and the drift inside the circle changed—thickened, became heavy and watchful, the ancient protocols waking to observe what happened within their perimeter. Through his bond with Kyraleth, Callen felt his partner settle into the demanded passivity: present but restrained, watching but not feeding, a warm pressure at the back of his mind held deliberately still.

It felt like fighting with one hand tied behind his back. He'd grown so accustomed to Kyraleth's peripheral awareness—the dragon's broader perception filling gaps in his own, catching movement he'd missed, reading drift-signatures he couldn't parse—that its absence left holes in his situational awareness. The amphitheater suddenly felt larger. The shadows deeper.

Brother Cairn attacked without warning.

The ice-staff came in low—a sweep at Callen's leading knee that would have shattered the joint if it connected. Callen read it a half-second before it arrived, his body already moving on Nightshade reflexes older than his bond, older than his name. He stepped inside the arc, letting the staff whistle past his shin, and drove his elbow toward Cairn's exposed ribs.

The Keeper was faster than he looked. He twisted, absorbing the blow on his forearm, and the ice-staff reversed—the butt end snapping upward toward Callen's chin. Callen jerked his head back, felt the displaced air brush his jaw, and disengaged. Three quick steps to reset distance. Assessment: Cairn was trained, disciplined, and deceptively quick for his size. The ice-staff gave him reach advantage. And the drift energy thrumming through it meant any solid contact would do more than bruise.

They circled. Callen's weight settled onto the balls of his feet—the Nightshade's stance, balanced for explosive movement in any direction. His eyes tracked Cairn's hips rather than his hands; hands could feint, but hips committed to direction. A lifetime of killing had taught him that lesson, paid for in other people's blood.

Cairn came again—overhead strike to draw the block, then a spinning reversal that brought the staff's opposite end around at torso height. Textbook combination, drilled until it was reflex. Callen parried the overhead, read the reversal in the rotation of Cairn's shoulders, and ducked under the spinning strike. His blade flicked out—controlled, precise, the flat tapping Cairn's thigh where the edge would have opened the femoral artery.

"Point," Callen said.

Cairn didn't acknowledge it. His eyes had narrowed. "The old Singers fought the same way," he said, resetting his stance. "Calculated. Cold. Reading patterns, exploiting openings. Efficient as a machine." The ice-staff spun between his hands, drift energy crackling along its length. "Is that all you are?"

The next exchange was faster. Cairn had stopped testing and started pressing—combinations that flowed one into the next without pause, the ice-staff moving in arcs that left trails of frost in the air. Callen gave ground, parrying, deflecting, reading. The staff clipped his forearm and cold bit—not surface cold but something deeper, the drift energy in the weapon reaching through skin and muscle to grip the bone beneath. His fingers went numb. The sword nearly dropped from his hand before he transferred it to his off hand and retreated.

The cold didn't fade. It spread—slowly, deliberately, climbing his forearm like the frost that had climbed his body at the gate. The drift energy in Cairn's weapon wasn't just temperature. It was doubt, crystallized. It whispered through the point of contact: You rely on the dragon. Without him, you're just a killer wearing a better man's name. The bond is a crutch. You were more effective alone.

Callen recognized the attack for what it was—the same principle as the corruption, weaponized in miniature. Introduce doubt between partners. Make the bond feel like weakness rather than strength. The Keepers had been studying the corruption for eight centuries. They'd learned its methods well enough to replicate them.

He shook feeling back into his right hand, switched the sword back, and engaged again. This time he didn't fight pretty. The Nightshade's clinical efficiency gave way to something rawer—combinations that mixed disciplined technique with improvisation, using the environment. He kicked frost from the circle's edge into Cairn's eyes, feinted high and struck low, used a throwing blade palmed from his belt to force Cairn to adjust his guard.

The Keeper adapted to each tactic within three exchanges. Callen was fighting eight hundred years of accumulated combat knowledge, passed from teacher to student in an unbroken chain, refined against every fighting style the mountains had ever produced. Cairn had never fought the Nightshade specifically, but he'd trained against the idea of the Nightshade—against the calculated, pattern-reading killer that the old Dragon Singers had been. He had answers for every attack Callen's training could produce.

The ice-staff connected with Callen's ribs. Cold detonated through his torso—his lungs seized, his vision whited, and for one terrible moment the bond with Kyraleth dimmed. Not severed—the doubt-cold couldn't break what was genuine—but muffled, like hearing a voice through water. Callen staggered. Cairn pressed the advantage, two more strikes landing—shoulder, hip—each one spreading that insidious cold deeper into muscle and bone.

Callen. Kyraleth's voice, strained with the effort of not helping. I'm here. I'm still here.

I know.

They want to see what you are without me. Show them.

But what was he without Kyraleth? A killer. A father. A man who'd traded one identity for another and wasn't always sure the trade had been honest. The cold in his bones whispered that this was the truth—that under the Dragon Singer was the Nightshade, and under the Nightshade was nothing at all.

Then the Keepers changed the rules.

It happened without warning. The four Keepers positioned near his companions moved—not attacking, not quite, but closing distance with an aggression that blurred the line. One stepped directly into Kira's space, hand extended toward Xyrsanthe, and the dragonet shrieked. Another grasped Finch's shoulder, pulling the scholar roughly from his seat. A third blocked Korvain's instinctive lunge toward Minatha with a forearm across his chest.

"What are you doing?" Kira snarled, scales flashing across her jaw.

The Keepers didn't answer. They didn't need to. The message was clear: Your people are exposed. What do you do?

Callen's body made the decision before his mind caught up.

He stopped fighting Cairn. He turned his back on the Keeper lieutenant—an act of suicidal tactical stupidity by any assassin's measure—and moved toward his people. Not running. Walking. Fast and deliberate, blade at his side, eyes locked on the Keeper who had his hand near Xyrsanthe. Every Nightshade instinct screamed at the exposed back, at the opening he'd left, at the ice-staff that could take him between the shoulder blades before he'd crossed half the circle.

He didn't care.

The bond with Kyraleth blazed.

Not as power. Not as the tactical fusion that let them fight as one. The bond flared as what it actually was beneath every practical application: care. Callen's need to protect his people—to put himself between them and harm, regardless of cost—resonated through the partnership like a bell struck in an empty cathedral. Kyraleth's consciousness didn't reach down to fight for him. It reached down to be with him—the dragon's own fierce protectiveness amplifying Callen's, not as weapon but as witness. Partnership as the shared commitment to something larger than survival.

The drift inside the circle shuddered. The symbols beneath his feet blazed white. Every Keeper in the amphitheater felt it—Callen could see it in their faces, the way their trained composure cracked for just an instant. They'd been reading the bond throughout, and what they'd just felt wasn't the calculated efficiency of the old Dragon Singers. It was something they'd never catalogued. Something their eight centuries of observation hadn't prepared them for.

A bond that didn't use power to dominate, but used love to protect.

Brother Cairn's ice-staff touched Callen's shoulder from behind—gently. Not a strike. An acknowledgment.

"Enough," Cairn said.

Callen turned. The Keeper's face had changed. The flat assessment was gone, replaced by something harder to read—not respect exactly, but the recognition of a man encountering something outside his categories.

The Keepers near the party withdrew. Kira's scales receded. Korvain's fire, which had surged in protective anger, settled back to its diminished glow. Finch straightened his robes with hands that shook only slightly.

The white-haired woman descended from the tiers. Her expression held the weight of centuries—all the partnerships she'd watched form and fail, all the bonds that had started beautiful and ended in blood.

"The old Singers would have killed Brother Cairn for the insult of turning the test against their companions," she said. Her voice carried to every corner of the amphitheater. "They would have used the bond as a weapon—burned Cairn where he stood, melted ice, demonstrated power until we submitted to their will. That is what the Dragon Singers became, before the end. That is what we have spent eight centuries preparing to destroy if it returned."

She stopped before Callen. Her eyes searched his face.

"You chose to protect your people instead. You turned your back on the fight—a thing no old Singer would have done, because to them, the fight was everything. The bond was a tool for winning." She paused. "That is not what we expected." A beat, and something in her voice softened—not warmth, but the cautious thaw of conviction meeting evidence. "It is better."

Elder Moth had not moved from his position on the highest tier. His cowl still hid his face. But his voice, when it came, carried the authority of eight centuries of unbroken vigil.

"Pass, Dragon Singer. You have earned the right to try."

The cold from Cairn's strikes was already fading, the doubt-frost dissolving as the bond reasserted itself—warm and steady and undiminished. Callen flexed his right hand, feeling returning in sharp pins. Through the bond, Kyraleth's relief was palpable.

That was the hardest thing I've ever done, the dragon sent. Watching you fight without helping. Watching them threaten our people and holding still.

You didn't hold still. You were with me. They felt it.

I felt it too. Partnership, Callen. Not my power flowing through you. Our purpose flowing through us both. A pause. The Keepers are afraid. What they felt from us—they don't have a framework for it. That frightens them more than the old Singer bonds ever did.
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The party gathered at the amphitheater's lower exit, where a passage descended into the glacier's depths. The symbols along its walls glowed with the same ancient light. Ahead lay Theraxis. Behind them, the Keepers watched.

Elder Moth appeared at Callen's elbow—moving with a silence that suggested skills beyond mere mountain craft. Up close, the cowl revealed a face that was all angles and weathered stone, eyes set deep beneath heavy brows, each line carved by decades of wind and vigil and impossible decisions.

"A word, Dragon Singer. Alone."

Callen followed him to a recess in the ice, out of earshot from the others. The old man's drift-signature was deliberately muted—dampened, like a fire banked to coals. But beneath the dampening, Callen sensed something vast. Elder Moth carried the accumulated weight of his office the way Theraxis carried the corruption: not by choice, but because someone had to.

"You passed the test," Moth said. "I acknowledge that. Brother Cairn is not easily impressed, and what he felt through the circle has given him pause. It has given all of us pause." The deep-set eyes held Callen's without blinking. "But I am not a man who permits hope to override preparation."

"Say what you need to say."

"If you fail—" Moth's voice didn't change. The same measured tone, the same deliberate cadence. A man who had rehearsed this speech in his mind for years, decades, waiting for the day it would need to be spoken. "If you fail, we will collapse the glacier. Everything inside it—the corruption, Theraxis, you, your companions—will be sealed permanently. Buried beneath a mile of ice where nothing can reach it and nothing can escape."

The words settled in Callen's chest like stones dropped into still water.

"We have prepared for this possibility for eight hundred years," Moth continued. "The charges are already set. The triggers are held by wardens who will act on my signal—or on the absence of my signal, if I fall. There is no scenario in which you fail and the corruption escapes. We will bury it. We will bury you with it. And we will grieve, and we will guard the grave for another eight centuries if that is what is required."

Callen said nothing for a long moment. The ice around them creaked—the glacier settling, or something deeper stirring.

"How long?" he asked.

"Before the charges fire?" Moth's expression didn't change. "From the moment you descend, my wardens will monitor the drift for signs of containment failure. If the corruption breaches Theraxis's control in any direction other than inward—if it begins to spread rather than collapse—they will act. Whether that takes an hour or a day depends on what you do down there."

"And if we're winning? If we're in the middle of healing him?"

"Then my wardens will sense containment holding and hold their trigger in turn. But I will not lie to you, Dragon Singer. The margin between 'healing' and 'releasing' may be too narrow for my people to distinguish from above. You will not receive a warning. You will not receive a countdown. If the glacier begins to collapse around you, that is the countdown, and it has already reached zero."

Callen studied the old man's face—the lines, the deep-set eyes, the absolute absence of doubt. This wasn't cruelty. This wasn't even pragmatism. This was love of a kind so vast and impersonal it could encompass the murder of innocent people within its calculus: the love of a man who would burn five to save five million, and who had made peace with that arithmetic long before Callen was born.

"I understand," Callen said.

"I hope you do." Moth's hand found Callen's shoulder—briefly, with surprising gentleness. "I hope you succeed. Theraxis has suffered long enough, and what you showed in the circle... it was not nothing. It was perhaps the first real evidence in eight centuries that the Singers' legacy might produce something other than destruction." His hand withdrew. "But hope is not a strategy. And eight hundred years have taught us that good intentions are the corruption's favorite disguise."

He turned and walked back toward the upper tiers without looking back. Callen watched him go, then returned to his companions.

"What did he want?" Kira asked.

"Motivation," Callen said. And left it at that.

But through the bond, he told Kyraleth everything. The dragon's response was a long silence, followed by a single thought:

Then we don't fail.
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Theraxis led them deeper.

The cavern they'd entered was only the outermost chamber of a complex that descended through miles of ice—a prison designed by two minds working in desperate harmony. Each level held different defenses: walls of compressed ice that regenerated when damaged; patterns in the stone that disrupted drift energy; chambers filled with ancient guardians that had long since frozen into sculptural stillness.

The architecture shifted as they descended. The upper levels had been designed for habitation—comfortable spaces where a dragon and his partner might have lived during the long centuries of vigilance. Lower levels abandoned such pretenses, becoming purely functional: corridors too narrow for comfort, chambers that served as barriers rather than rooms.

In the first narrow corridor below the habitation level, the guardian attacked.

It came from an alcove they'd already passed—the grinding shriek of ice on ice the only warning before something enormous lurched into the passage behind them. Callen spun, blade clearing its sheath on reflex, and saw the construct tearing free from its eight-century stillness. Dark ice cracked and fell from its joints as it moved—stiffly at first, then with gathering fluidity, its too-long arms reaching, its featureless face angled toward Kira with unerring precision.

"Down!" Callen shouted. Kira dropped. His blade took the guardian's reaching hand at the wrist—not cutting clean, the ice harder than stone, but shearing through enough to send the hand skittering across the passage floor. The guardian didn't slow. Its remaining hand closed on Callen's sword arm with a grip like a quarry press, and the cold that poured through the contact was the corruption's cold—the same insidious doubt that Cairn's ice-staff had carried, but rawer, undiluted.

Korvain's fire hit the guardian's chest. In the open, the Pyrin warrior's diminished flame might have only scorched the surface. In the narrow corridor, with nowhere for the heat to dissipate, it was enough. The guardian's torso cracked—deep fissures spreading from the point of impact—and the blue light behind its face flickered and died. The construct toppled, its grip on Callen's arm releasing as whatever intelligence had animated it drained away.

"Its core." Callen flexed his arm, shaking off the numbing cold. "The blue light behind the face. Same as the Ice-Walkers. Kill the light, kill the construct."

"Wonderful," Finch said faintly. "And how many more of those are between us and the bottom?"

No one answered. They didn't need to. The alcoves stretching ahead were full of guardians, and the blue light flickering behind their faces had grown brighter since the gate.

With each level they descended, the pull on Kira grew stronger. Callen could see it in the set of her shoulders, the whiteness of her knuckles where she gripped Xyrsanthe. The scales on her skin had spread to cover both arms now. The dragonet's glow had intensified to the point where it cast shadows.

"I can feel him," Kira said quietly, when she caught Callen watching. "Vaelthrix. He's... curious about me. Pleased that I came to him." She shuddered. "He keeps calling me daughter."

"Can you continue?"

Her jaw tightened. "I can continue. Xyrsanthe won't let me fall. And I need to see this—I need to understand what my father was reaching for." Her eyes met Callen's. "What Stark thought he was building when he forced these scales into my skin. Where his obsession with transformation really came from. I won't let his legacy end me. I refuse."

The corruption recognizes her, Theraxis rumbled, his massive body somehow navigating passages that seemed far too small. It senses the infection she carries. To Vaelthrix, she is a daughter—one of his children, marked by his creation.

Two levels deeper, another guardian woke. This one was faster—already moving when they entered its corridor, its severed-stump arm regenerating from the ice of the wall itself, new fingers forming with wet crystalline snaps. Callen's blade found its face before it could fully form, driving through the featureless surface to the blue light beneath. The construct shuddered and dropped, but the impact sent his arm singing with cold, and in the moment of contact he heard something through the drift—a voice, not Vaelthrix's, not Theraxis's. Something older. The ghost of a Dragon Singer who had built these guardians and programmed them to defend the prison against all intruders. Even welcome ones.

"They don't know the containment is failing," Callen said aloud, realization hitting. "The guardians. They were set to defend the prison. They don't understand that we're here to help."

Correct, Theraxis confirmed, grief threading through the word. The protocols that control them respond to the corruption's ambient level. As the containment weakens and corruption leaks upward, the guardians activate to contain the breach. They cannot distinguish between the corruption's spread and visitors who carry no taint. A pause. Except for Kira. Kira, they can sense. And what they sense, they will try to destroy.

The anchor at Callen's chest pulsed with sudden warmth. Nora—reaching through the miles, drawn by the weight of what they approached. The connection was thinner than it had been at the glacier's edge, but her emotional intensity pushed through.

Papa. Her mental voice came fragmented, each word an effort. Something's wrong. I can feel it—like a hole in the world. It's pulling at me even from here.

Four hundred miles away, and his daughter could still sense the corruption's gravity. The bond with Solara was amplifying her perception in ways that transcended normal limits.

Stay back, he sent. Don't reach too far. It might sense you.

It already has. Her impression carried something that wasn't quite fear—more like the wariness of someone who'd glimpsed a predator through distant trees. It knows I'm watching. It's... curious about me too.

The third guardian ambush was the worst.

They'd entered a chamber that served as a barrier between levels—a circular space with three exits, each leading to a different depth of the prison. Theraxis had indicated the leftmost passage. But as the party crossed the chamber's center, guardians woke on all sides.

Four of them. Moving simultaneously, their featureless faces lit from within by blue light that pulsed in perfect synchronization. They'd been positioned to create a crossfire—a kill-box designed by Dragon Singers who understood tactical geometry.

Callen moved on instinct—the Nightshade's reflexes, honed in years of ambush and counterambush, reading the construct's angles and finding the single lane of movement that kept him out of all four reaching arcs at once. "Korvain—left! Kira, stay behind Xyrsanthe!"

Korvain's fire roared, diminished but desperate, catching one guardian full in the chest. Kira pressed her back against Xyrsanthe and the dragonet blazed—not just warming but attacking, her dragonfire smaller than Kyraleth's but hotter at its core, carving a line of destruction across a guardian's legs that sent it toppling.

But the fourth guardian had gotten behind them. Its hand closed on Minatha's arm.

She screamed—not from pain but from vision. The guardian's touch poured eight centuries of stored drift-memory into her unprotected mind: every death this prison had witnessed, every Singer who'd died at their post, every moment of Theraxis's agonized vigil compressed into a single instant of contact. Her drift-sight, already fragile in the corruption's proximity, shattered like glass under the weight.

Callen's blade took the guardian's arm off at the elbow. His second strike found its face. The blue light died. The construct fell.

But Minatha was on the floor, her eyes wide and unseeing, blood streaming from her nose. Korvain dropped beside her, his fire guttering as fear overrode fury.

"Minatha. Minatha."

"She's alive," Callen said, checking her pulse. Rapid but steady. "The guardian's memories overwhelmed her drift-sight. She needs time."

"We don't have time," Korvain said, and beneath the fear in his voice, Callen heard the echo of Elder Moth's arithmetic—the glacier, the charges, the ticking clock none of them could see or hear but all of them carried now like stones in their pockets.

"Then carry her," Callen said. "And we move faster."

Korvain lifted Minatha as though she weighed nothing, the Pyrin warrior's diminished fire flaring bright enough to push back the corridor's pressing dark. They moved on. Deeper. Toward the thing that waited below.


Chapter Twenty-Two


EMERGING



Finally, they emerged into a space that made the first cavern seem intimate.

The chamber extended beyond sight in every direction, a void of black ice that absorbed all light except what Theraxis carried. The darkness here wasn't merely absence of illumination—it was active, hungry, pressing against their eyes with physical weight.

At its center, suspended in a column of ice darker than shadow, a figure waited.

Vaelthrix had been human once. The basic shape remained—head, torso, limbs. But eight centuries of corruption had transformed him into something else, something that existed in the space between human and dragon without being truly either. His skin had become scales, not the healthy scales of dragon-kind but something diseased, mottled with patterns that shifted and crawled even in stasis.

His eyes—open, aware, fixed on Callen with terrible intensity—burned with light that no living thing should possess.

And from his body, tendrils of darkness extended in all directions, threading through the ice, reaching upward toward the surface, downward toward depths unknown. Each tendril pulsed with slow rhythm, carrying infection outward, seeking new hosts, new bonds to break.

Kira made a sound—not quite a scream, not quite a sob. The scales on her skin blazed with iridescence, spreading across her face, her throat. Xyrsanthe shrieked defiance, her small body burning so bright it cast shadows sharp as knife-edges, and the spreading stopped. But it didn't recede.

"Don't look at him directly," Kira gasped. "He's trying to—the pull is⁠—"

Then the corruption spoke directly to each of them.

The voice that slid into Callen's mind was nothing like he'd expected. Not monstrous, not raging—soft, reasonable, understanding.

Nightshade. The name carried no judgment, only recognition. You've killed thirty-seven people. You know what darkness tastes like. Images flickered through his mind—his hands around throats, blood cooling on cobblestones. I'm not asking you to become something you're not. I'm offering you permission to be what you already are.

"I'm not that man anymore."

No? Then why does your daughter sleep with wards around her bed? The voice gentled, became almost sympathetic. You're afraid for her. I can feel it.

Nora appeared in his mind's eye, but wrong—wounded, crying out for him, surrounded by shadows he couldn't reach.

I could help you protect her. Real power, Callen. All you have to do is accept what you already know: that bonds are weakness. That love is leverage.

Callen's hands had begun to shake. The vision burned behind his eyes.

Then the anchor flared hot against his chest—not warmth but fire, protective and fierce. Nora's presence surged through the connection with strength she shouldn't have been able to muster across four hundred miles.

He felt the mechanism now, recognized it from Kira's rescue: Solara's fire beneath Nora's reach, the unhatched dragonet lending her partner the draconic capacity for projection. Fire calling to fire, the same impossible bridge that had saved Kira, now turned to shield her father.

That's not me, she sent, her mental voice sharp with certainty. That scared girl isn't me. Show him who I really am, Papa. Show him what we really are.

Through the anchor, she pushed something toward him—not just words but perception. How she saw herself: not as a victim to be protected but as a Bridge-child coming into her own, bonded with Solara, growing into power that had nothing to do with fear. How she saw him: not as a killer wearing a father's mask but as a man who had chosen to become something better.

The corruption's false vision shattered against the truth of her sending.

You're lying, Kyraleth sent, his presence joining Nora's. Show him truth, not fear.

The real Nora replaced the false one: fierce, capable, her white fire burning with power that had nothing to do with him. The corruption's grip slipped.

He understood now what made the corruption so dangerous. It didn't attack with lies—it attacked with truths twisted just enough to poison. But it couldn't account for connections it didn't understand. It hadn't anticipated a daughter who could reach across hundreds of miles to anchor her father in reality.

But beside him, Kira had begun to tremble.

Daughter. The corruption's voice had changed, becoming warmer, almost paternal. I've waited so long to meet you properly. Your father understood what I was trying to do.

"My father was a monster," Kira whispered, but her voice wavered.

Your father loved you. Everything he did—it was all for you. Why fight what you're becoming?

Kira's skin rippled, scales pressing through, her expression smoothing into something accepting.

Xyrsanthe struck like lightning.

The small dragon's jaws clamped onto Kira's ear—not hard enough to wound, but sharp enough to shock. Kira gasped, stumbling back into herself.

Mine, Xyrsanthe sent, her mental voice carrying fierce possessiveness. She is mine. Not yours. Never yours.

"Thank you," Kira breathed, tears tracking down her cheeks.

The scales on her skin remained—more than before. But they had stopped spreading. The bond held.

Through the anchor, Callen felt Nora's attention shift to Kira—felt his daughter reach across the miles to offer the same anchoring she'd given him.

Hold onto Xyrsanthe, Nora sent to Kira, the impression carrying through Callen's connection. The corruption can't understand what you chose. That confuses it. Keep confusing it.

Kira's eyes widened slightly—she'd felt Nora's touch, however faintly. She nodded once, her grip on Xyrsanthe tightening.

The corruption had already moved on.

Scholar. The voice found Finch with unerring precision. You've spent your life chasing fragments of truth. I remember everything. Eight centuries of Dragon Singer civilization—their art, their science, their secrets. You could be the greatest scholar who ever lived.

Finch's face transformed—hunger there, the desperate longing of a man who had dedicated his life to incomplete puzzles.

"The Seraveth records," Finch whispered. "The bonding ceremonies..."

All of it. Every word. Just... open your mind.

"Finch." Callen's voice cut through the chamber. "That's not knowledge. It's a leash."

The scholar blinked, shame replacing hunger. "Yes. Yes, of course. The knowledge I earn is mine. The knowledge you offer would own me."

But Callen had seen the struggle—had seen Finch's hand move toward his satchel, toward the amber tablet he'd hidden. The corruption had sensed Finch's secret keeping, had used it as leverage.

The corruption's attention shifted one final time.

Seer.

Minatha screamed.

She'd only just begun to stir in Korvain's arms—consciousness returning, drift-sight flickering back to life—and the corruption found her in that instant of vulnerability, pouring through channels already cracked by the guardian's assault. The corruption poured visions through her drift-sight—cities burning, dragons falling from poisoned skies, children crying for parents who would never come. Eight centuries of suffering, compressed into a single moment.

"Make it stop," Minatha sobbed. "Please⁠—"

Korvain dropped to his knees beside her, and his fire—barely more than embers—roared back to life. Flames licked across his skin, pushing back the darkness.

"You don't get to have her," Korvain snarled. "You don't get to show her your poison."

The corruption pressed harder, and Callen saw Korvain's fire flicker—saw the warrior's face contort as his brother's voice joined the assault, calling him to surrender, to let the fire die.

But Minatha's hand found Korvain's, and something passed between them—not drift energy, just human connection. The fire steadied. The visions receded.

The corruption's rules worked both ways: prior exposure created vulnerability, but genuine connection created resistance. Korvain and Minatha's bond—forged through years of partnership—was proving as effective a shield as Kira's dragon-bond.

Interesting. The corruption's voice carried genuine curiosity. You resist. All of you. This is... unexpected.

Behold the creator, Theraxis's voice carried grief beyond measure. Behold my partner. Behold what love becomes when it breaks itself trying to fix a broken world.

"He's still alive," Callen breathed.

After a fashion. The corruption sustains him—feeds on him—uses him as its heart even as he serves as its prison. To destroy him would release everything he contains. To free him would doom the world. This is what I've held for eight hundred years, Dragon Singer. This is what will escape when I finally fail.

The anchor pulsed—Nora, her attention focused entirely on the suspended figure.

Papa, she sent, her mental voice strained with effort, I can see something. The sadness I mentioned—it's not just his. It's the corruption's too. The corruption is sad because it remembers what it was supposed to be.

What do you mean?

He made it out of love. Vaelthrix. He loved dragons so much he couldn't bear watching them suffer in forced bonds. The corruption remembers that love. It's buried under eight centuries of rage and hunger, but it's still there. A pause, then: The corruption isn't just a weapon. It's a broken heart that forgot how to heal.

Callen studied the frozen figure, feeling the wrongness radiating from it. The corruption wasn't just power—it was anti-power, designed to unmake the bonds that let human and dragon work together.

You feel it, Kyraleth observed through their bond. The pull. The whisper.

It's telling me that partnership is a lie. That bonds are chains.

The corruption's gospel. Vaelthrix believed it once—that dragons were slaves and humans were masters. Kyraleth's presence strengthened around Callen. He was wrong. But his wrongness became truth for everyone it touched.

"How do we fight this?" Callen asked aloud. "How do we heal something that's designed to destroy healing itself?"

I do not know, Theraxis admitted. If I knew, I would have done it centuries ago. All I know is that your bond is different from any I've witnessed. If anything can counter what Vaelthrix created, it would be partnership that embodies what he sought to destroy.

Callen thought of Nora's words: a broken heart that forgot how to heal. The corruption had been created from love—twisted, desperate love, but love nonetheless. What if the cure wasn't destruction but... remembering?

"Nora," he said aloud, startling his companions. "She can sense something we can't. The corruption's original purpose—it wasn't just to break bonds. It was to end suffering. Vaelthrix saw dragons in pain and couldn't bear it."

That is... true, Theraxis said slowly. I had forgotten. Eight centuries of fighting the monster, and I had forgotten the man who made it. The man who wept when he saw dragons diminished. The man who swore he would find a way to set them free.

"The corruption remembers too," Callen continued, pieces falling into place. "Buried under everything else, it remembers what it was supposed to be. That's why freely chosen bonds confuse it—not because they're outside its design, but because they're what Vaelthrix actually wanted. What he was too broken to create."

Kira stepped forward, her eyes fixed on the frozen figure. "He was trying to help," she said quietly. "I can feel it. The original intention. He wanted partnership to be real, not forced."

Yes. Theraxis's voice softened. His intentions were pure. His execution was catastrophic. The road to this frozen hell was paved with love and good intentions.

"Then maybe the cure needs to come from the same place." Kira turned to Callen. "The sanctuary records said the corruption can't touch what it wasn't designed to attack. What if genuine partnership doesn't just resist the corruption—what if it contradicts its fundamental premise? Proves its foundational belief wrong?"

The girl speaks wisdom beyond her years, Theraxis observed, something like hope creeping into his ancient voice. But you would need to show it something it has never seen—partnership so pure that it cannot be dismissed.

Callen looked at Kyraleth—at his partner, his friend, the dragon who had chosen him as freely as he had chosen in return.

Through the anchor, he felt Nora's presence—his daughter who had bonded with Solara in an act of mutual recognition that neither had sought but both had chosen, who could sense truth across hundreds of miles, who had perceived the corruption's broken heart when ancient dragons had seen only monster.

"We won't be doing this alone," Callen said. "Nora—she sees things we can't. Her bond with Solara is something new, something that hasn't existed before. If we're going to show Vaelthrix what partnership can be, we need her perception to guide us."

I'm here, Nora sent, her presence strengthening through the anchor. I'll help you see what the corruption is really feeling. You do the rest.

I don't know, Kyraleth admitted. But I know I chose you. Not because you were powerful or useful. I chose you because you were broken in ways I understood, and I wanted to help you heal.

And I chose you because you offered partnership when I'd forgotten what the word meant.

Then let's show them. Let's show the corruption—let's show Vaelthrix—what they never got to see.

"We'll try," Callen said to Theraxis. "We'll try to show him. But I need to understand exactly what happened—how the corruption works, what beliefs drive it."

Theraxis's great body settled, resignation and hope mixing in his amber eyes.

Then let me show you. Let me share my memories of the creation—the moment when love became poison. Let me show you the heart of the first betrayal, and perhaps in understanding it, you will find the key to ending it.

The anchor at Callen's chest grew warm—Nora, ready to help him process whatever Theraxis was about to share. His daughter, four hundred miles away, prepared to serve as translator between ancient grief and present hope.

Whatever they found in Theraxis's memories, they would face it together. Dragon and Singer. Father and daughter. The old world and the new, reaching across the gulf of eight centuries to heal what should never have been broken.

Above them, unseen and unfelt, Elder Moth's wardens held their triggers and waited.


Chapter Twenty-Three


THE MEMORY OF BREAKING



The memories came like drowning.

Theraxis opened his mind, and Callen fell into eight hundred years of accumulated experience—not all of it, that would have killed him, but fragments. Critical moments. The memories that still burned brightest after centuries of isolation.

We were happy once.

He saw them—Vaelthrix and Theraxis, human and dragon, flying together through skies that no longer existed. The world below was green and gold, cities rising from landscapes that had become deserts or oceans in the centuries since. The human was young, burning with passion and purpose. The dragon's scales were bright silver catching the sun.

The bond between us was real. Love. Respect. Understanding. We were proof that the system could work.

One memory crystallized with particular clarity—a night that had meant nothing at the time but had become precious beyond measure. Vaelthrix sat against Theraxis's flank, reading aloud while the dragon drowsed. The feeling remained: perfect contentment, two souls at rest in each other's presence. Theraxis's tail curled protectively around his partner, and Vaelthrix's hand rested on the warm scales, fingers tracing patterns that said without words: I am here. I choose to be here.

That was what we had. That was what we lost. Not in the corruption's fire, but in the slow poison of doubt that preceded it.

The ice cracked.

Callen gasped, the memory shattering around him as the physical world slammed back. He was on his knees in the chamber, hands pressed to the frozen floor, and the floor was moving—a deep, tectonic groan running through the glacier as something fundamental shifted beneath them. Fissures raced across the dark ice in spiderweb patterns, each one bleeding a faint, sickly luminescence that pulsed in time with the corruption's heartbeat.

"Callen!" Kira's voice, sharp with fear. She was on her feet, blade drawn, Xyrsanthe blazing at her shoulder. "The guardians above us—we can hear them moving. The corridors⁠—"

"The memory-sharing destabilizes the containment," Finch said, his voice climbing. He'd pressed himself against the chamber wall, as far from the cracks as the space allowed. "Every time Theraxis opens his mind, he weakens the barriers holding the corruption in place. The guardians are responding to the breach."

Above them—far above, through miles of ice and ancient defenses—Callen felt the faintest tremor in the drift. Not corruption. Not guardians. Something deliberate and measured: Elder Moth's wardens, registering the destabilization, adjusting their grip on triggers designed to collapse a mile of glacier onto everything beneath it. The countdown he couldn't hear had just accelerated.

I must continue, Theraxis sent, urgency cracking through his ancient composure. There is no time for caution. You must understand what the corruption is before you face it, or everything fails.

"Keep going," Callen said, wiping blood from his nose—the cost of having his consciousness ripped between eight-century-old memories and present crisis. He looked at Korvain. "Hold the entrance. If anything comes down those corridors⁠—"

"I'll burn it," Korvain said. His fire was guttering, diminished by days in the corruption's proximity, but his jaw was set. Minatha, still pale from the guardian's assault on her drift-sight, positioned herself beside him. She couldn't see through the drift clearly, but she could see with her eyes, and in these narrow corridors, that was enough.

Callen closed his eyes and let the memories take him again.

But other memories crowded in. Dark ones.

Callen saw dragons being forced into bonds against their will—ceremonies that were more like rape than partnership. He saw partners who treated their dragons as tools, as weapons, as slaves. He saw the great councils where humans made decisions and dragons were expected to comply.

Vaelthrix saw it too. He tried to change things through proper channels. Nothing worked. The system was too entrenched.

The memory shifted. A laboratory carved from living crystal. Vaelthrix bent over his work, hair disheveled, eyes hollow. Theraxis watching with growing unease, feeling something change in his partner.

But another figure moved through these memories—one Callen hadn't expected. A woman with copper hair and eyes like winter storms. Seraveth.

She came to Vaelthrix with a proposition, Theraxis shared. Her partner, Keltharion, was dying. She wanted Vaelthrix to test his research on him—to sever their bond, hoping separation might save him.

The memory showed Seraveth kneeling before Vaelthrix, tears on her face. "He's suffering. If you could just... free him. Maybe without me weighing him down, he could fight this."

It looked like love. Vaelthrix, who had dedicated his life to freeing dragons, saw only a woman willing to sacrifice everything.

He believed her. He tested the corruption on Keltharion. But Seraveth hadn't told him the truth. Keltharion wasn't dying of sickness. He was dying because Seraveth was killing him—draining his life force to fuel her own power. The bond was the only thing keeping him alive.

The memory sharpened into visceral horror. Keltharion's scream when the bond severed. The dragon's eyes going wide as eight decades of suppressed knowledge flooded back. Every stolen breath. Every moment when Seraveth had smiled at him while slowly feeding on his life.

The dragon threw himself against the mountains until nothing remained but broken scales.

And Seraveth laughed. "Faster than I expected. Vaelthrix, this isn't just a tool to free dragons—this is a weapon. Deploy it properly, and we could reshape the entire power structure."

Vaelthrix's face in that moment—the idealist watching his life's work being claimed by a monster.

"No," Vaelthrix whispered. "I built this to help."

"The formula is copied. The distribution channels are established." Seraveth's smile was the coldest thing Callen had ever witnessed. "You've proven that bonds can be broken."

The chamber lurched.

Callen was thrown sideways as the floor tilted—not much, two or three degrees, but in a space this vast the effect was dizzying. He caught himself on his hands, the ice burning his palms with cold that carried the corruption's whisper beneath it. Around the chamber, the fissures had widened. Through the largest, he could see movement—dark shapes shifting in the ice below, corruption-tendrils that had been dormant for centuries writhing back to life as Theraxis's attention divided between memory and containment.

A sound from the corridor above—stone grinding, ice cracking, and then the unmistakable shriek of a guardian activating. Korvain's fire roared in answer, followed by the sharp report of ice shattering under thermal shock.

"Two of them!" Korvain shouted, his voice strained. "Coming from the upper level⁠—"

Minatha's scream cut through his words—not the guardian's assault this time, but her own damaged drift-sight flaring with borrowed vision. "There are more waking above! Five—six—I can feel them through the cracks—the whole corridor is⁠—"

"How much longer?" Kira asked, her eyes on Callen. Her scales had spread to her temples during the memory-sharing, the corruption in her blood resonating with the memories of its own creation. Xyrsanthe was wrapped around her throat, burning so bright her scales had gone from bronze to white, and still the iridescent black crept forward. Kira was fighting on two fronts: holding her body against the corruption's pull while standing guard over Callen's vulnerable form. "Because whatever the Keepers are feeling up there, they're feeling this. And I don't think they're patient people."

She was right. Callen could feel it now—the Keeper wardens' attention sharpening, their measured assessment shifting toward alarm as the containment degraded around them. Every second Theraxis spent sharing memories was a second the prison weakened. Every memory that opened the ancient dragon's mind was a door the corruption pushed against.

But they needed to understand. Without understanding, the confrontation with Vaelthrix would be blind—and blind, they would fail. And failure meant the glacier coming down.

"Keep going," Callen said again. He tasted blood. His vision swam. He reached for Theraxis's memories and let them pull him under.

He tried to stop her. But Seraveth was faster. By the time he understood what she'd done, the corruption was loose in the world.

The memory exploded into chaos. Callen felt the moment of release—felt the corruption spreading like fire through dry grass, touching bond after bond. He felt Vaelthrix's triumph curdle into horror as it became clear the weapon couldn't distinguish between forced and willing partnerships.

The anchor at Callen's chest flared with sudden heat. Nora—drawn by the intensity of the shared memory, reaching through the miles.

Papa. Her mental voice came fragmented but urgent. I can feel what you're seeing. The woman—Seraveth—she's like Grandfather. She used love as a weapon.

You shouldn't be watching this.

I need to. Her impression carried a quality Callen had learned to recognize—the particular depth that came when Solara was helping Nora process what she perceived. Human minds weren't built to parse draconic grief across eight centuries of compressed memory; the emotional architecture was too vast, too alien in its scale. But Solara's mind was draconic. The unhatched dragonet could translate the resonances that would have overwhelmed Nora alone—the way a dragon experiences loss not as a single wound but as an alteration in the structure of the world itself. Solara was the lens that let Nora see without being blinded. Solara says I need to understand what the corruption really is. She can feel it too—through our bond, through the drift. A pause, and when Nora's perception came again, it carried harmonics that weren't quite human—deeper, older, filtered through a consciousness still forming inside its shell. She says it tastes like something that used to be beautiful. A pause, then: It's not evil. It's grief. Grief that got twisted into poison because it had nowhere else to go.

The word grief landed differently because of what Solara brought to it. A human child would have said sadness. But Solara had helped Nora feel what a dragon feels when a bond breaks—not sadness but a fundamental wrongness, a tear in the fabric of self that never heals, only scars. The corruption was that scar, writ across an entire civilization. Eight centuries of a wound that had never been treated because no one understood what it was.

His daughter, four hundred miles away, had perceived the corruption's essence through emotional resonance. The bond with Solara—a dragonet who had chosen Nora as surely as Nora had chosen her—was teaching her to read truth at a level that transcended distance. Two young minds learning the drift together, their partnership so new it hadn't yet learned what was supposed to be impossible.

I felt it enter him first, Theraxis shared. One moment he was my partner, my beloved. The next, he looked at me with suspicion. With hatred that wore my face but didn't recognize my soul.

The transformation took three days. Three days of watching the man I loved become a stranger. And the worst part—I began to believe him. The corruption whispered that he was right. For three days, I hated him as much as he hated me.

The corruption's flaw was in its premise, Theraxis continued. Vaelthrix believed all bonds were forced on some level. Even ours. He couldn't create something that spared willing bonds because he didn't truly believe willing bonds existed.

"He was wrong," Callen said.

I know. But the corruption was built on his belief, not on truth.

The memory carried forward. Theraxis felt the corruption enter him—felt his love curdle into suspicion, into hate. He attacked. Vaelthrix defended. They tore each other apart even as both struggled against the madness.

Then came the moment of decision.

Others wanted to kill him. But I knew—we both knew—that wouldn't work. The corruption had become part of him so completely that his death would release it all at once.

I chose not to abandon him. If someone had to spend eternity holding him, I wanted it to be me. I wanted him to know our partnership had been real enough to survive even this.

In the end, we had one moment of clarity. The memory showed that moment—Theraxis and Vaelthrix looking at each other with recognition that cut through the madness. We used that moment to build this prison.

The third interruption came not from the ice but from inside Callen's chest.

The anchor screamed. Not Nora's voice—the artifact itself, the drift-forged metal overloading with competing signals. Nora's reach, Theraxis's memory-share, the corruption's ambient pressure, and something else—a sharp, directed pulse from above that tasted of deliberate intent. The Keepers. They'd sent a signal through the drift: not a warning, not a message. A measurement. They were testing the containment's integrity from the outside, probing for the threshold that would trigger their charges.

Callen's hand went to the anchor. Through it, he felt Nora's alarm—she'd sensed the Keeper pulse too, felt its clinical precision, understood what it meant.

Papa, the people above you—they're getting ready to⁠—

I know. He pushed reassurance through the connection he didn't fully feel. We're almost there. We're almost through.

Around the chamber, the situation had worsened. Korvain had killed two guardians in the corridor but taken a hit—his left arm hung stiff, frost climbing from a point of impact at his shoulder. Minatha was guiding him by sound, calling out positions her damaged drift-sight couldn't see but her ears could track. Finch had wedged himself into an alcove with the amber tablet clutched to his chest, his scholarly composure abandoned for naked survival. Kira stood at the chamber's center like a pillar of contained fire, scales covering her face to the cheekbones now, Xyrsanthe's light the only thing holding the transformation at bay—and even that light was flickering.

They were running out of time. All of them. In every direction.

"Time for what?" Callen asked, dragging himself back to the memory's thread.

For someone to prove him wrong. For partnership to evolve. For dragon and human to find their way to something Vaelthrix couldn't imagine—bonds that were truly chosen, truly equal, truly free.

Through the anchor, Callen felt Nora's presence strengthen—not just observing now, but actively focusing.

Papa, she sent, I think I understand. The corruption attacks because Vaelthrix believed attack was necessary. But if someone could show him he was wrong—not just tell him, but show him—the corruption's foundation would collapse.

That's what we're trying to do.

I can help. When you reach him—when you try to show him what partnership can be—let me show him too. What Solara and I have. It's different from you and Kyraleth. Nora's impression shifted, and Callen felt the dragonet's presence rise within it—Solara, still curled inside her egg four hundred miles south, lending Nora not just reach but perspective. Through Solara, Nora was seeing the memory-shared grief not as a human child sees suffering but as a dragon sees it: as a structural failure in the bond-architecture of the world, repairable if you could find the original design and rebuild from there. Maybe different is what he needs to see.

The memory fragmented, becoming a cascade of moments spanning centuries. Year Thirty-Seven: The corruption finding a crack, tendrils reaching toward the surface. Year Two Hundred and Twelve: A voice that sounded exactly like Vaelthrix telling Theraxis the prison had failed. Year Five Hundred and Eighty-Nine: Waking from dreams he couldn't remember, finding new cracks in the ice. Year Seven Hundred and Forty-Three: Looking at his reflection and seeing Vaelthrix's face looking back.

It learns, Theraxis shared. Every year, it understands me better. Every decade, the boundaries between us grow thinner. I am not winning. I am slowly, inevitably, losing.

Callen felt the memory begin to fade. But one image remained—Vaelthrix's face in that final moment of clarity, mouth forming words that Theraxis had carried for eight centuries:

I'm sorry. I was wrong. Please find someone to prove it.

The last interruption was the gentlest and the worst.

Callen returned to himself slowly this time—not jolted by cracking ice or guardian shrieks but by the simple, devastating awareness of what the memories had cost. He was lying on the chamber floor, his body shaking, blood from his nose pooling on the dark ice beneath his cheek. Tears he didn't remember crying had frozen in thin tracks down his temples. Around him, the chamber had stabilized—Theraxis had reasserted containment, pulling his fractured attention back from the memories to grip the corruption's leash with renewed desperation. But the effort showed. The ancient dragon's amber eyes, always the last unconquered territory, had dimmed. The corruption-veins threading his scales pulsed faster, darker. Holding the memories open while holding the prison closed had cost him something he couldn't get back.

The corridors above had gone quiet. Either the guardians had returned to stillness or Korvain had killed them all. In the silence, Callen could hear Minatha's ragged breathing and Finch's muttered prayers to scholarly gods.

And from far above—barely perceptible, a whisper through miles of ice—the Keepers' measurement pulse came again. Slower now. Steadier. They hadn't fired. But their patience had a texture Callen could feel: the grim, measured calm of people who had made their decision and were simply waiting for the math to justify it.

The others had gathered around him.

"What did you see?" Kira asked.

"Everything." Callen wiped his face. "The corruption wasn't just a weapon. It was Vaelthrix's despair made manifest."

He looked at Kira. "Seraveth. The one who pushed Vaelthrix to release the corruption. Your father found her records, didn't he?"

Kira's face went pale. "The name was in his journals. I never understood what it meant."

"She was the real betrayer. Vaelthrix was just her weapon."

Kira was silent for a long moment. Behind her eyes, Callen could see the connections forming—the same terrible pattern-recognition that had made her such an effective operative for Stark and such a dangerous defector.

"Not just his journals," she said finally. Her voice had gone flat, clinical—the voice she used when the truth was too ugly for emotion. "Stark's research notes referenced a 'Seraveth Protocol.' I saw the name a hundred times and never knew what it meant. He treated it like a foundation document—the way a builder references the original architect's plans." She looked at the suspended figure of Vaelthrix, then back at Callen. "Everything my father did to me—the scales, the forced transformation, the experiments on children at the Institute—it all traced back to her work. Seraveth to Vaelthrix. Vaelthrix's corruption to whatever fragments survived the centuries. Those fragments to the Baron's researchers. The Baron to Stark. Stark to me." She touched the scales at her collar—the permanent marks of her father's legacy. "Eight hundred years, and the same weapon is still being passed from one pair of willing hands to the next."

In his alcove, Finch made a small sound. His hand had gone to the amber tablet in his satchel—the artifact he'd pocketed in the upper passages, the one he hadn't been willing to share. Callen saw his face change as the scholar made a connection of his own.

"The tablet," Finch said slowly. "The one I... took. From the research station alcove." He pulled it out, holding it where the chamber's sickly light could catch its surface. "I couldn't read the primary script. But there were notations in a secondary hand—marginalia. I recognized the letterforms but not the language." He looked up at Kira. "Seraveth Protocol. That's what the secondary notations reference. This isn't just a research artifact—it's part of the original distribution network. The method Seraveth used to spread the corruption beyond Vaelthrix's control." His scholarly hunger warred visibly with horror. "The Baron's researchers didn't reconstruct the corruption from fragments. They had a manual. And this tablet is part of it."

The implications settled over the chamber like snowfall. The corruption's weaponization wasn't a chain of independent discoveries—it was a lineage. Teacher to student, century to century, the knowledge of how to break bonds passed from Seraveth through generations of hands that found it useful, until it reached a Baron who built an Institute around it and a Commander who tested it on his own daughter.

Kira was silent for a long moment. "My father thought he was different," she said finally, her voice rough. "Stark believed his experiments on me came from love. That forcing scales into a twelve-year-old girl's body was a gift." She laughed bitterly, the sound sharp enough to cut. "Vaelthrix believed breaking bonds was liberation. Seraveth believed murder was mercy. My father believed transformation was evolution. How many times does this story have to repeat before someone stops mistaking obsession for love?"

"Maybe that's why we're here. To finally break the pattern."

He looked up at Theraxis. "You've held onto hope for eight hundred years."

Yes. Every day, I've held to that hope. That someday, someone would prove his despair was unfounded.

The anchor pulsed. Nora, ready.

I'm here, Papa. When you need me, I'll show him what we have. What Solara and I chose—a dragonet who looked at me and simply knew, and a girl who looked back and chose to wait, to do it right. Maybe that's the proof he needs—that partnership can happen not through force or desperation, but through recognition. Through patience. Through trust. And beneath Nora's voice, quieter but unmistakable, a second presence: Solara, the unhatched dragonet who had spent the entire northern journey listening through the egg, processing everything Nora perceived, forming judgments with the patient precision of a mind that would one day hatch knowing exactly what the world contained. The dragonet's impression carried no words—she hadn't learned language yet, not really—but it carried certainty. The certainty of a creature who had chosen her partner before drawing her first breath, and who understood, with the ancient knowing that dragons are born with, that what Vaelthrix had despaired of was not only possible but already happening.

Callen turned to Kyraleth.

Can we do this?

I don't know. But I know we were built for exactly this.

"We'll do it," he told Theraxis. "We'll show the corruption—show Vaelthrix—what partnership can truly be."

The ancient dragon's great eye glistened.

Then let us begin, Dragon Singer. Let us try to heal what has been broken for far too long.

Above them, the Keepers' wardens held their triggers. Below them, the corruption stirred. Around them, the glacier groaned with the weight of eight centuries of suffering pressing against walls that would not hold much longer.

And Callen reached for Vaelthrix, knowing that everything—the countdown, the containment, the lives of everyone he loved—depended on convincing a broken man that the world he'd despaired of had finally learned to be better.


Chapter Twenty-Four


PREPARATIONS



They prepared for three days.

Theraxis guided them through the process—techniques for approaching corrupted consciousness, methods for shielding against infection. The ancient dragon spoke of drift-weaving patterns that could create barriers, of breathing exercises that synchronized human and dragon heartbeats, of visualization techniques that armored the soul.

Most of it was theoretical, untested against something of this magnitude. But it was better than nothing.

The Keepers watched from above.

Callen saw them on the first morning—two figures in pale furs stationed at the upper passage where the descent began, their drift-signatures deliberately muted, their posture that of sentries on a rotation that had been running for eight centuries and would run for eight more if necessary. They didn't speak. They didn't interfere. They stood and watched and waited, and when Callen climbed to the habitation level for water, they tracked him with eyes that held no hostility and no warmth. Just the steady attention of people doing arithmetic with human lives.

By midday, the rotation had changed. Two new watchers, identical posture, identical silence. The Keepers had shifts for this. Protocols. They'd been preparing for the moment their charges fired for longer than most kingdoms had existed.

Callen spent hours in meditation, strengthening his bond with Kyraleth until the boundary between their minds became almost theoretical. When fully merged, he could feel Kyraleth's heartbeat as his own, could sense the world through dragon perception.

Each night, he reached for Nora through the anchor. The pattern of her abilities became clearer with practice: emotional intensity determined clarity, distance determined effort, and the bond with Solara amplified everything.

On the second night, she showed him something remarkable.

Watch, she sent. Then she reached through the drift—not toward him, but toward Kira.

Four hundred miles away, his daughter touched the corruption in Kira's blood. Not to attack it, not to heal it, but to understand it. Through the anchor, Callen felt Nora's perception: the corruption as a frequency, a pattern, something that could be mapped and perhaps countered.

It's like music, Nora explained. Wrong music. But music has rules. If I can learn the rules...

Be careful.

Solara won't let me go too deep. She pulls me back when I reach too far. A pause. Papa, the corruption is lonely. That's what makes it so hungry. It's been alone for eight hundred years, and loneliness is all it knows how to spread.

On the morning of the second day, Callen climbed to the upper passage. The white-haired Keeper was there—not on sentry rotation but standing apart from the two watchers, her hands clasped behind her back, her gaze fixed on the luminous depths below.

"How long do we have?" he asked.

She didn't turn. "That depends on what you mean by 'we.'"

"Before Elder Moth's wardens fire their charges."

A silence. When she spoke, her voice carried the careful precision of someone choosing each word as though it might be the last she offered. "The containment has been weakening for months. Your presence here has accelerated the degradation—not through fault, but through necessity. Opening Theraxis's memories cost him reserves he cannot replenish." She paused. "Elder Moth's wardens measure drift stability at the surface. When the readings cross a threshold they have calculated with great care over many generations, they will act. I cannot tell you when that threshold will be crossed, because that depends on what happens below."

"You won't give me a number."

"I won't give you a number because a number would be a lie. The containment could hold for a week. It could fail tomorrow. What I can tell you is this: when you descend to face what waits in the deep chamber, everything you do will either stabilize the containment or destroy it. There will be no middle ground." She finally looked at him. Her eyes held the same impossible arithmetic as Elder Moth's—the willingness to bury five people alive to save a world. But beneath it, something else. Something that might have been hope, held at arm's length because she'd learned what happened when you let hope get too close. "Do what you came to do, Dragon Singer. And do it well."

She returned to the upper levels without looking back. Callen descended to continue preparations, carrying her non-answer like a stone in his chest.

Kira worked alongside them, her unique position giving her insights that even Theraxis lacked. The strain on her grew more visible each day—scales no longer retreating entirely, Xyrsanthe in constant contact.

"It's louder here," Kira admitted on the second day. "Every hour, louder. But Xyrsanthe reaches back. Every time he offers completion, she offers something better."

"What does she offer?"

"Choice. The reminder that I chose her, and she chose me." She stroked the dragonet's scales. "My father wanted to give me power. Stark thought forcing scales into my skin was a gift—that he was making me something greater. Xyrsanthe gives me something more valuable. She gives me myself."

Korvain grew worse as the days passed. His fire-nature struggled against the frozen depths, and his grief for his brother created channels the corruption could exploit. Callen found him on the second night, staring at nothing, his hands trembling.

"I hear him," Korvain said quietly. "My brother. Clearer every day. The corruption knows exactly what he would say."

"Hold onto what's real," Callen said. "Minatha. The fire in your blood. The choice you made to come here."

"I know what's real." But Korvain's voice shook. "I'm just not sure I'm strong enough to keep choosing it."

Finch documented everything, filling notebooks with observations. He had requisitioned one of the alcoves as a makeshift study, surrounding himself with artifacts and ancient texts.

But Callen noticed the scholar slipping away during rest periods, returning with ink-stained fingers and a troubled expression. Whatever Finch had found in that amber tablet he'd hidden, he still wasn't ready to share it.

On the third morning, Callen woke to a change in the Keeper rotation. Three sentries now instead of two—and the third carried something at her belt that pulsed faintly in the drift. Not a weapon. An instrument. A measuring device of some kind, its readings visible in the way the woman checked it at intervals, her expression betraying nothing.

The threshold, whatever it was, was close enough to warrant closer monitoring.

Callen didn't mention it to the others. They had enough to carry.
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On the third day, they descended to the chamber where Vaelthrix waited.

The guardians woke on the second level down.

The first came from behind—a grinding shriek of ancient ice tearing free from the wall, and then something enormous was in the corridor with them, its too-long arms reaching, its featureless face lit from within by that terrible blue pulse. Callen didn't think. The Nightshade moved: pivot, blade clearing the sheath on the backswing, driving point-first through the construct's face before it could close its hands on Finch's throat. The blue light burst like a crushed lantern. The guardian toppled, hitting the corridor floor hard enough to crack the ice beneath it.

"Move," Callen said. Not a suggestion.

They moved.

The second attack came at the junction between levels—two guardians activating simultaneously from flanking alcoves, a crossfire pattern that spoke of ancient tactical design. Korvain's fire took the left one, a concentrated blast that cracked its torso and shattered the drift-core behind its face. But the effort cost him—his flames guttered to almost nothing, and when the right guardian lunged, it was Kira who met it. She didn't use a blade. Her scaled hand closed on the construct's reaching arm, and something passed through the contact—the corruption in her blood resonating with the corruption animating the guardian, creating an interference pattern that locked the construct mid-stride. Xyrsanthe's dragonfire finished it.

"Neat trick," Callen said.

"It hurt," Kira said flatly. The scales on her hand had spread to her wrist, and her eyes were wrong—too bright, pupils narrowing toward vertical before Xyrsanthe's chirp pulled them back. "Don't ask me to do it again."

The darkness pressed against them with physical weight. Kira walked between Callen and Korvain, her steps careful. The scales had spread to cover her hands now, her face, climbing toward her hairline. Xyrsanthe burned so bright she cast shadows.

Korvain moved like a man wading through deep water, his fire reduced to embers. Minatha gripped his arm, her own drift-sight useless this deep—she couldn't read echoes here, couldn't sense patterns, and the blindness had left her dependent on a partner whose strength was failing.

A third guardian lurched from the wall in the final corridor before the deep chamber. Callen killed it before it fully formed—reading its activation in the drift a half-second before it moved, driving his blade through the brightening face-light with the economy of a man who had killed thirty-seven people and never lost the reflexes that made it possible. The construct crumbled. His arm ached from the cold that bled through each contact, and blood from his nose—the drift-cost of reading guardian signatures while maintaining his bond with Kyraleth—dripped steadily onto the dark ice.

Behind them, the corridor groaned. More guardians stirring. They wouldn't have long in the deep chamber before the prison's defenses closed in behind them.

Callen felt the corruption reaching for him, probing his bond with Kyraleth. The whispers were constant now.

Partnership is illusion. Connection is chain. You think you chose each other, but choice itself is illusion.

He pushed the whispers aside, focusing on what he knew to be true.

"We're ready," he said to Theraxis.

Then begin. I will hold the corruption's attention for as long as I can.

Callen approached the frozen figure, Kyraleth's consciousness merging with his own. Through dragon eyes, he saw the corruption's true form—not darkness but absence, a void that consumed connection.

He reached out and touched Vaelthrix's mind.

The contact was like plunging into frozen water made of screaming.

The corruption washed over him, trying to separate him from Kyraleth. Images flooded his consciousness—the Nightshade's kills, his failures as a father, every moment of doubt he'd ever felt.

You see? Even now, the dragon manipulates you.

"That's not true."

Did you choose Kyraleth, or did circumstance force you together? You were broken. Alone. Desperate.

The anchor at his chest blazed hot. Nora—not just observing, but acting.

That's not true, her mental voice cut through the corruption's whispers. I know what choice looks like. Solara looked at me and knew. I looked at her and knew. We didn't plan it. We didn't force it. We recognized each other. That's not desperation. That's recognition.

Through the anchor, she pushed something toward him—not just words but perception. How she saw partnership: two souls recognizing each other, choosing to grow together rather than apart.

We chose each other, Kyraleth's voice joined the defense. Not because we had to. Because we wanted to.

The corruption recoiled, surprised. This was different—not just one bond resisting, but multiple bonds reinforcing each other. Father and daughter. Human and dragon. Connections freely chosen, creating something the corruption hadn't faced in eight centuries.

Show me, Vaelthrix's voice came from somewhere deep within the chaos. Show me what you have that I never did.

The corruption screamed.

The sound tore through the chamber, a vibration that rattled souls. The tendrils extending from Vaelthrix's body flared with desperate energy.

They found Kira.

Scales erupted across her skin in waves of iridescent black, spreading faster than ever before. The corruption poured through the channels her father's experiments had created.

DAUGHTER, the corruption roared. YOU BELONG TO ME.

Xyrsanthe shrieked—pure defiance. The dragonet's scales blazed, her small body burning with everything she had.

MINE, Xyrsanthe sent. SHE IS MINE. NOT YOURS. NEVER YOURS.

But the corruption was too strong here, too close to its source. Kira's scales kept spreading despite Xyrsanthe's efforts, climbing toward her eyes.

Then something else joined the fight.

Nora reached through the anchor with everything she had.

Through the connection, Callen felt two presences arriving together—his daughter's focused reach, and beneath it, fiercer and hotter, the unmistakable signature of Solara. The unhatched dragonet was lending Nora more than amplification now. She was lending her the draconic capacity for projection—the innate ability that let dragon-bonds span distance, that let a partner feel their dragon across continents. Solara poured that capacity into Nora's Bridge-nature, and Nora became a conduit for draconic fire that spanned four hundred miles without dimming.

Kira, Nora sent, her presence threading through Callen's connection. Listen to Xyrsanthe. Listen to what she's telling you. The corruption can only take what you give it. Don't give it anything.

Through Nora's perception, Callen felt something shift—his daughter was doing something impossible, using the bond she shared with Solara to amplify Xyrsanthe's protective warmth. Fire calling to fire across hundreds of miles—the youngest dragonet in the world, still curled inside her shell, lending her strength to a sister she'd never met. Solara's fire found Xyrsanthe's through the drift the way water finds a channel: naturally, inevitably, because they were the same element separated by distance but not by kind. The dragonet on Kira's shoulder blazed brighter—not just her own fire now, but Solara's too, amplified through Nora's Bridge-reach until the small bronze body burned with a light that made the corruption flinch.

The scales stopped spreading.

"I am not yours," Kira gasped. "I am Kira. I am Xyrsanthe's partner. And I choose⁠—"

The scales began to recede.

But the corruption had found another target.

Korvain screamed.

The warrior fell to his knees, his guttering fire flaring erratically. His brother's voice poured through channels of grief the corruption had been widening for days. Prior exposure through family connection. Emotional vulnerability at its peak. Proximity to the source.

"Join me," the voice that wasn't his brother said. "Let the fire die. You've been burning for so long. Isn't it time to rest?"

Minatha grabbed Korvain's shoulders. "That's not him. That's not your brother."

"I know." Korvain's voice was hollow. "But he sounds so tired. And I'm so tired."

His fire dimmed. The cold pressed in.

He's giving up, Nora sent urgently. Papa, he's letting go.

Callen couldn't reach Korvain—not without breaking his connection to Vaelthrix. But Nora could.

Help him, he sent. Whatever you can do.

His daughter reached through the drift—not toward Korvain directly, but toward the fire in his blood. She couldn't create warmth across such distance, but she could remind him what warmth felt like. Through her bond with Solara, she touched the Pyrin nature that had been with Korvain since birth. Callen felt the mechanism: Solara understood draconic fire the way only a dragon could—its structure, its purpose, the way it burned not to consume but to sustain. The dragonet translated that understanding into something Nora could use, and Nora shaped it into a bridge that reached across four hundred miles to the Pyrin embers guttering in Korvain's chest. Not Nora's fire. Not Solara's fire. A reminder of Korvain's own—reflected back to him through two young minds who understood what fire was for.

Your fire is yours, Nora sent to Korvain. Not the corruption's. Not your brother's ghost. Yours. You chose to carry it. You chose to come here. Choose again.

Korvain's eyes cleared. His fire blazed back to life—not the roaring inferno it had been, but enough. Enough to push back the cold. Enough to keep fighting.

"Whatever you're doing," Minatha gasped, "finish it. Finish it now."

Above them—miles above, through ice and stone and the layered defenses of a prison designed to last forever—Callen felt the Keepers' wardens shift. The containment readings had crossed into territory that made their instruments sing with alarm. He couldn't hear the charges. He couldn't feel the triggers. But he could feel the wardens' attention narrowing to a point, and he knew with the certainty of a man who had spent a lifetime reading intent through drift-signatures that their fingers were tightening.

There was no more time.

Callen turned back to Vaelthrix, to the shattered consciousness he had been reaching for.

He opened everything.

He showed Vaelthrix the moment of bonding—two wounded souls recognizing each other. He showed the growth of partnership, the tests they had faced, the choice to remain together through every crisis.

And he showed Nora—his daughter reaching through the miles, using abilities she was still learning to protect strangers because protection was what partnership meant to her. A child who had bonded with a dragonet who chose her, who could sense truth across hundreds of miles, who had just helped save two people she'd never met because their bonds mattered.

This is impossible, Vaelthrix's voice came through tears. This is everything I wanted and believed could never exist.

"It exists. And it's still growing. Still evolving. Still becoming something you couldn't have imagined."

Through the anchor, Nora added her own showing—her bond with Solara. Not fully formed yet, but already stronger than anything Vaelthrix had known. Two souls who had recognized each other the moment Solara broke through her shell—a dragonet who looked at a girl and simply knew, a girl who looked back and chose to wait for her father's return before formalizing the bond, because doing it right mattered more than doing it fast. Partnership that began in recognition and grew through trust, without force, without coercion, without the thousand imbalances that had poisoned the old bonds.

I chose her, Nora sent directly to Vaelthrix. She chose me. Nobody made us. Nobody forced us. We just knew. Isn't that what you wanted? Isn't that what you were trying to create?

The corruption shuddered. The premise on which it had been built—that all bonds were forced, that all partnership was slavery—cracked against the evidence of a child's freely chosen love.

How? Vaelthrix whispered. How is this possible?

"Let go," Callen said. "Stop holding the corruption together. It was built on your belief—without your conviction sustaining it, it has no foundation."

If I let go, I die.

"You've been dying for eight hundred years. Isn't it time to rest?"

Silence stretched. Then:

Theraxis. I need to see him. I need to tell him I was wrong.

"He's here. He's been here all along."

I need to tell him I loved him. That was never a lie.

"He knows. He's always known."

The last of Vaelthrix's consciousness dissolved, taking with it the belief that had sustained the corruption for eight hundred years.

And in the physical world, something fundamental began to change.


Chapter Twenty-Five


THE TRUTH BETWEEN THEM



Vaelthrix's consciousness was a shattered mirror, fragments of identity scattered across eight centuries of suffering.

Callen moved through the broken landscape carefully, Kyraleth's presence his anchor. The space defied normal geometry—shards of memory floating in void, each reflecting distorted images. Some showed beauty: flying through skies that no longer existed. Others showed horror: dragons turning on partners, civilizations falling.

I tried to help, a voice whispered from the fragments. They were suffering. I wanted to end it.

"I know." Callen moved toward the voice. "Theraxis showed me. Your diagnosis was correct. Your cure was the problem."

There is no cure. Bonds are chains.

"The bond is what we make it."

Callen found him—not the corrupted figure frozen in ice, but the man Vaelthrix had been. Young. Idealistic. Terrified. He sat among the fragments, arms wrapped around his knees.

I would have felt it, Vaelthrix said. If true partnership existed, I would have known.

"You were too close to see it. You loved Theraxis so much that you couldn't believe he loved you back."

Callen let his memories flow—the moment of bonding, the growth of partnership, the tests they had faced. The process was slow, difficult, marked by failures. But each failure had strengthened them.

And through the anchor, Nora added her own memories.

The first moment she'd felt Solara's presence—not through an egg's shell, but face to face. A dragonet breaking through into the world and looking directly at her, golden scales still wet, eyes already knowing. The warmth of recognition before understanding. The choice to reach toward that warmth—and then the harder choice: to wait for her father's return before formalizing the bond, because partnership built on patience would be stronger than partnership seized in haste.

This is what you wanted, Nora sent. Partnership that starts with choice and grows through trust. I didn't know what I was choosing when Solara looked at me. I just knew she was mine and I was hers. The same way you knew with Theraxis, before everything went wrong.

A child, Vaelthrix whispered, and something in his shattered consciousness began to gather itself. A child and a dragonet chose each other. Freely. Without ceremony, without compulsion, without the thousand rituals we used to ensure obedience.

She chose me and I chose her, Nora agreed. We're already partners. We're already growing together. That's what you wanted to create, isn't it? Bonds that don't need force because they're already real?

The corruption screamed around them, feeling its foundation crumble.

LIES, it howled. MANIPULATION. THE CHILD IS BEING USED⁠—

No one uses me, Nora sent, her mental voice carrying the fierce certainty of someone who had chosen and been chosen in return. I chose. Solara chose. We keep choosing. That's what partnership is.

The shards of Vaelthrix's identity stopped their chaotic swirling.

Show me more, he whispered. Show me everything.

Callen showed him—Kira standing against the corruption's full assault, holding because her bond held. Korvain's fire blazing back to life when Nora reminded him what warmth felt like. Every moment of connection that had sustained them through the journey north.

And he showed the present—two consciousnesses so intertwined that separation would feel like death, yet so distinct that each remained wholly themselves.

This is everything I wanted, Vaelthrix said, and the tears were finally thawing. Everything I believed could never exist.

"It exists. It's rare, and it's hard. But it exists."

Theraxis. I need to tell him I was wrong.

"He's here. He's been here all along."

Through their connection, Callen felt Theraxis's presence—the ancient dragon reaching toward his partner for the first time in eight centuries, not in battle but in something closer to reunion.

I loved you, Vaelthrix sent to Theraxis. I really loved you. That was never a lie.

I know, Theraxis answered. I've always known.

I'm sorry. I was so afraid that our bond wasn't real that I destroyed it trying to prove myself wrong. And in destroying it, I thought I'd proven myself right. But I was wrong. I was wrong about everything.

Not everything. The old bonds were broken. Partnership had become exploitation. You saw clearly. You just... lost faith that anything better was possible.

Can you forgive me?

I forgave you eight hundred years ago. I've just been waiting for you to forgive yourself.

The last of Vaelthrix's resistance dissolved. The belief that had sustained the corruption—that all bonds were chains, that all partnership was slavery—collapsed against the weight of evidence it could no longer deny.

Callen felt the corruption shudder throughout the chamber. Without its creator's conviction sustaining it, the weapon began to unmake itself. The tendrils that had spread through the ice started to wither, pulling back toward a center that no longer held.

It's working, Kyraleth sent, wonder and relief mixing in his mental voice.

Through the anchor, Callen felt Nora's exhaustion—the effort of reaching so far, of helping so many, had drained her. But beneath the exhaustion was something like joy.

You did it, Papa.

We did it. You helped more than you know.

I know exactly how much I helped. A pause, then softer: Come home soon. Solara wants to meet you properly.

In the physical chamber, the column of black ice that had imprisoned Vaelthrix for eight centuries began to crack. Not violently—gently, like winter giving way to spring. Light filtered through the fractures, and for the first time since the corruption's creation, it wasn't the sickly glow of infected drift energy. It was clean. Clear. New.

Then the column shattered.

Callen snapped back to his own body as the fractures spread across the ice like lightning frozen in crystal, the sound deafening—not just physical but drift-noise, the corruption's agony broadcasting on frequencies that made his bones vibrate and his teeth ache. The figure within—Vaelthrix's transformed body—shuddered, convulsed, and began to dissolve. Not decay but dispersal, the corruption losing its anchor as the consciousness that had sustained it released its grip.

The body came apart in layers. The outer shell of corrupted scales flaked away like ash from a dying fire. The transformed flesh beneath dissolved into darkness that swirled without direction. At the very center, a brief glimpse of something human—a man's face, peaceful at last—before even that faded into nothing.

Vaelthrix was gone.

And the corruption went mad.

Without its creator's belief to direct it, the darkness that had filled the chamber became pure instinct—hunger without purpose, destruction without direction. Tendrils lashed outward with terrible speed, striking at anything that showed signs of connection, of bond, of partnership. One brushed against Callen's bond with Kyraleth and he recoiled from the wrongness of it—random now rather than directed, malice without intelligence, like a wounded animal striking at anything within reach. The freely chosen connection rejected it automatically, but the touch left echoes of cold that took long seconds to fade.

"Get back!" Theraxis's mental voice roared through the chamber, physical sound joining drift-communication until the cavern shook. Stalactites cracked from the ceiling, crashing to the floor in explosions of dark ice. "The corruption is destabilizing—without Vaelthrix's belief to direct it, it's becoming chaotic!"

The anchor flared. Nora—reaching through the miles, drawn by crisis she could feel even at distance.

Papa! Her mental voice was strained. Something's wrong—I can feel the corruption thrashing. It's like a storm in the drift.

Stay back. Don't reach too far.

I'm being careful. Solara's helping me stay anchored. A pause. But Kira—I can feel Kira. She needs help.

Kira screamed.

The corruption recognized her—saw the infection she already carried—and surged toward her like a river finding its natural channel. Not attacking as it had before, during Callen's confrontation with Vaelthrix. This was different. The corruption was seeking a new vessel, a new anchor for its continued existence. Without Vaelthrix's consciousness to house it, it needed somewhere to live, and Kira's blood—already carrying the seeds Stark had planted—was the closest thing to home it could find.

Her body convulsed as scales erupted across her skin in waves of iridescent black, spreading faster than they ever had before. The corruption wasn't just testing the transformation now. It was trying to complete it.

Korvain was already there. His fire-nature provided a barrier the cold corruption couldn't easily cross—flames erupting from his hands, real flames fueled by Pyrin blood and the fire-stones he'd carried from the south. Heat pushed back the corruption's advance, creating a shell of warmth around Kira's thrashing form.

"This is for my brother," Korvain snarled, pouring everything he had into the barrier. His face was tight with old grief given new purpose. "You don't get to take anyone else. Not while I'm still breathing."

Minatha joined him—both warriors creating a wall of fire and will. Their flames weren't strong enough to destroy the corruption, but they could slow it, buy precious seconds. The effort cost them visibly—Korvain's face going gray, Minatha swaying on her feet, reserves they couldn't afford to spend being spent anyway. But they held. Partnership of a different kind, forged through years of shared struggle, proving just as resistant to the corruption's assault as any dragon-bond.

Xyrsanthe's voice cut through the chaos—not words but song. A dragonet's defiance against something ancient and terrible, carrying harmonics that resonated with the very foundations of what it meant to be bonded. The small dragon's scales blazed gold as she poured everything into her connection with Kira, fighting the corruption's attempt to claim her partner. Light spread across Kira's skin, pushing back the encroaching scales, creating boundaries the corruption couldn't cross.

Mine, the dragonet sang. She is mine. You cannot have her. We chose each other. We choose each other still.

Through the anchor, Nora joined the effort—not with power she didn't have at this distance, but with perception. She showed Kira what the corruption couldn't see: the truth of her bond with Xyrsanthe, the reality of her choice, the strength that came from being loved without condition.

Hold on, Nora sent to Kira, her mental voice threading through Callen's connection. The corruption lies. It says you belong to it, but you don't. You chose Xyrsanthe. She chose you. That's real. That's stronger than anything it can offer.

The scales stopped spreading. For a long moment, corruption and bond fought for control. Then, slowly, the darkness began to recede.

But the corruption was still loose. Still raging. Tendrils continued to lash outward, and the frozen guardian statues had awakened—ancient defenders trying to contain what they'd been built to hold, but too few and the corruption too widespread.

"Theraxis!" Callen turned to the ancient dragon. "The corruption—can you contain it?"

I am trying. The great dragon's body had gone rigid, corruption-veins pulsing with terrible rhythm as he fought to draw the chaotic darkness toward himself. Black lines spread visibly across his scales, racing outward from his center like cracks in ice. Without Vaelthrix to anchor it, the corruption seeks new direction. New purpose. It will find a host or destroy itself trying.

"Then let it destroy itself!"

If it does, the energy release will level the mountains. Everything within a hundred miles will be consumed—settlements, cities, anyone with even a trace of drift sensitivity. The corruption's death-scream would be the largest magical catastrophe since the original outbreak. Theraxis's great eye found Callen, ancient amber burning with desperate resolve. There is another way. But it requires sacrifice.

Callen understood before the dragon finished. "You want to absorb it. All of it."

The corruption has been part of me for eight centuries. It infected me the same way it infected everything else—it could not distinguish between forced bonds and willing ones. Without Vaelthrix directing it, I can draw it back. Become the sole vessel for what he created. The ancient dragon's voice carried something like peace—not happiness, but acceptance. I have held this darkness for eight hundred years, Dragon Singer. Let me hold it a little longer. Let me take it somewhere it can harm no one.

"Where?"

Into the deep ice. Below even this chamber, there are places where nothing moves, where time itself runs slow. I will seal myself beyond any reach, contain the corruption until it finally exhausts itself. Centuries, perhaps. Millennia. But eventually, without partners to infect, without bonds to break, it will fade. And when it does, I will fade with it.

"That's not healing. That's just another prison."

No. Theraxis's voice softened, and in it Callen heard something he hadn't expected—relief. It's penance. I failed to prevent this horror—I felt Vaelthrix's despair deepening, felt his belief in our bond eroding, and I did nothing to challenge it. I let him believe his lies because I was afraid to push back, afraid that honest conflict might damage our partnership. I chose comfort over truth, and the world paid the price.

The great eye closed, then opened, glistening with tears that had waited eight centuries to fall.

If I had been braver—if I had trusted our bond enough to argue, to fight, to show him he was wrong before his despair became a weapon—perhaps none of this would have happened. Let me make amends. Let me do what I should have done centuries ago: hold the darkness, bear the burden, give the world time to heal.

The words struck Callen with unexpected force. Vaelthrix had created the corruption because his partnership had broken—because he'd stopped believing in the bond he shared with Theraxis, let doubt curdle into despair until that despair became a weapon. And now Theraxis would contain that corruption through exactly what Vaelthrix had lost faith in: partnership maintained despite everything, love that outlasted betrayal and madness and eight centuries of suffering.

The symmetry was almost unbearable. What had been broken by abandoned trust would be healed by trust maintained. What had been created from despair would be contained by hope.

"Do it," Callen said. "But Theraxis—you were wrong too. About your partnership with Vaelthrix. What happened wasn't your fault for not being brave enough. Some things break despite our best efforts. Some tragedies happen despite everything we do to prevent them. What matters is what we do with the pieces—and you've spent eight centuries doing everything possible to protect a world that forgot you existed. That's not failure. That's heroism of a kind most people can't imagine."

Spoken like someone who has learned to rebuild. Theraxis's great body began to move, corruption-veins flaring as he drew the chaotic darkness toward himself. The tendrils that had been striking outward reversed course, flowing into the ancient dragon like rivers returning to the sea. His scales darkened further, black spreading until only his eyes remained their original amber, but those eyes held something they hadn't held before: hope.

The chamber screamed. Not metaphorically—the ice itself produced a sound that vibrated through bone, a keening that rose from deep beneath the floor as the corruption fought its new containment. Cracks raced across the ceiling, and chunks of ancient ice crashed down around them—each piece the size of a horse, exploding on impact into shrapnel that sang through the air. Korvain threw himself over Minatha, his diminished fire flaring instinctively to shield them both. Kira pressed against the wall as a slab shattered where she'd been standing, Xyrsanthe screaming defiance at the falling sky.

"The chamber's collapsing!" Finch shouted from behind a pillar. "The corruption's thrashing—it doesn't want to be contained!"

Through the bond, Kyraleth's urgency blazed: The structure is failing. You have minutes, not hours. Whatever happens next, it happens now.

Vaelthrix believed our partnership was a chain, the ancient dragon said, his voice carrying the weight of eight centuries of grief and love intertwined. He was wrong. It was the only thing that kept me anchored through the darkness. The only thing that will keep me anchored still. I do this not despite what we shared, but because of it. Because he was my partner, and partners do not abandon each other—not even when one of them has become the very thing they must be protected from.

Tell them, Dragon Singer. Tell the world what you've seen here. Not as warning, but as hope. True partnership is possible. The corruption proves it—it attacked bonds because it believed they were false. You've shown that some bonds are real. Build more of them. Create something new. Don't let this darkness be the final word.

The corruption surged toward Theraxis, drawn by his will, absorbed into scales that had carried it for eight centuries. The ancient dragon's body swelled with the additional burden, black veins spreading until they covered nearly every surface, pulsing with darkness that would have consumed any other vessel. But his eyes remained clear—amber bright with purpose rather than madness, with choice rather than compulsion.

Go, he commanded. The passage will seal behind me. You have perhaps an hour before the ice closes completely.

"Theraxis—"

For one terrible instant, Theraxis's amber eyes flickered—not to darkness, but to something else. A flash of the ancient dragon's bonded partner looking out through eyes that had held only Theraxis for eight centuries. Vaelthrix, still present in the corruption Theraxis had absorbed, surfacing for a heartbeat. The expression was not malice. It was recognition—and something that might, if Callen were being generous, have been gratitude. Then it was gone, and Theraxis's gaze was his own again, steady and resolved.

He is still in here, Theraxis said quietly. He always will be. But he is sleeping now. And his dreams are gentler than they were. Go. Remember us. Not as monsters, but as lovers who made a terrible mistake. And perhaps, in time, forgive us for it.

The ancient dragon turned and descended into darkness, carrying the corruption with him, heading toward depths where even time moved slowly. His great body diminished with distance, swallowed by ice that parted before him and sealed behind. The last thing Callen saw was those amber eyes, holding peace for the first time in eight centuries—the peace of purpose fulfilled, of penance accepted, of choice freely made.

Of partnership maintained to the very end.


Chapter Twenty-Six


THE DRAGON DESCENDS



As Theraxis descended, Callen felt something shift in the drift—a vast severing, like a thousand threads being cut at once. The corruption's tendrils, which had spread through underground veins for centuries connecting this prison to distant corrupted sites, went dark. Whatever had been stirring beneath Judgment Hall, whatever corruption had been reaching toward the Kingdom's capital through ancient pathways—it found those connections severed now. Theraxis wasn't just containing the corruption. He was cutting it off from everything it had ever touched.

Through the anchor, Nora confirmed it.

I felt something else, she sent, her mental voice faint with distance and effort. The darkness that was reaching toward us from the north. It stopped. It pulled back.

Theraxis severed the connections. Whatever was building—it won't build anymore.

Good. A pause heavy with exhaustion. I need to rest now. Solara says I pushed too far. But I'm okay. I'll be okay.

Rest. You did well. More than well.

I know. Even through her exhaustion, he could feel her pride—the quiet satisfaction of someone who had helped save lives from hundreds of miles away. Come home soon, Papa.

Then the glacier began to die.

It started as sound—a low, tectonic groan that resonated through the ice beneath their feet, through the chamber walls, through Callen's teeth. Not Theraxis. Theraxis's descent was controlled. This was something else. The corruption's organizing intelligence had sustained the prison's architecture for eight hundred years—a web of energy threading through every passage, every chamber, every frozen guardian. Without that intelligence, the web was collapsing. And with it, the structure it had held in place.

The ceiling cracked.

A fissure raced across the dark ice above them—a sharp report like a rifle shot—and then fragments began to fall. Shards first, fist-sized pieces that shattered on the chamber floor. Then larger. A slab the width of a wagon wheel broke free and smashed where Vaelthrix's column had stood moments ago, pulverizing the ice beneath it.

"Move!" Callen shouted. "Now—the prison is collapsing!"

Kira stumbled. The corruption's assault had left her drained—the forced transformation's reversal already underway, her scales receding at last as her body expelled what Stark had implanted. But the process was agony. Each step sent visible ripples across her skin as scales retracted and flesh reformed beneath them, and the fight against the corruption's attempt to make her a new vessel had burned through everything she had left.

"I can't⁠—"

Callen caught her left arm. "Minatha!"

Minatha was there—Kira's right side, weight distributed between them. They hauled the girl upright and ran, half-carrying her toward the corridor that led to the upper levels. Xyrsanthe clung to Kira's shoulder, her bronze glow guttering as the dragonet shifted from fighting to holding, keeping the reversal from tearing her partner apart.

The corridor was closing. The walls pressed inward—Theraxis's controlled sealing and the corruption's chaotic collapse merging, two forces compressing the passage from both sides. What had been wide enough for Theraxis's massive body was narrowing to barely shoulder-width, the ancient symbols on the walls cracking and going dark as the ice consumed them.

A corruption-tendril lashed across the passage ahead. Not intelligent—the organizing mind was gone—but energy without direction is destruction. The tendril struck the wall and the ice detonated outward, peppering Callen's face with frozen shrapnel. He turned his head, shielded Kira, kept moving. Blood ran from cuts on his cheek that he couldn't feel through the cold.

Behind them, a second tendril whipped across the corridor they'd just passed through. The ice it struck collapsed inward, sealing the passage completely. No going back.

"Korvain!" Callen called. "The junction ahead—it's blocked."

The junction where three passages met was choked with fallen ice—ceiling slabs stacked and wedged, filling the space from floor to the closing ceiling. Korvain had poured nearly everything into the fire-barrier that had protected Kira from the corruption's assault. What remained was dregs—embers where there had been an inferno.

But Korvain planted his feet, pressed his hands flat against the barrier, and pushed. Not flame but heat. Concentrated thermal energy driven into the ice at every contact point, the deep-reserves burn that could only be done once because it emptied everything. The barrier cracked—thermal shock racing through compressed ice, fault lines propagating, and the whole mass shattered inward with a sound like a bell breaking.

Korvain staggered. His hands steamed. His fire was gone—not guttering, not diminished, but spent. Burned to nothing. He swayed, and it was Finch who caught him—the scholar wedging himself under the warrior's arm with strength born of pure terror.

"I've got him," Finch said, his voice an octave too high. "Keep going."

They climbed. Behind them, the deep chamber sealed with a sound like a continent settling—miles of ice merging into solid mass, burying Theraxis and his burden beneath weight that would endure for millennia. The vibration of his descent carried through the bond: still going, still carrying the corruption's remnants into the place where they would never reach the surface again.

More tendrils. The corruption's death-energy lashed blindly, cracking walls and detonating frozen guardians in their alcoves—constructs shattering as the energy that had held them for eight centuries dissipated all at once. Shrapnel flew. Callen's blade came out—not to fight but to deflect, the Nightshade's reflexes batting frozen fragments away from throats and eyes. He moved on training while his mind focused on one thing: up.

The cold changed as they climbed. The corruption's cold—the soul-touching cold that carried doubt in every degree—was dying with the energy that had created it. What replaced it was honest cold: brutal, indifferent, survivable. It bit the skin harder but left the mind alone. Callen felt the difference like stepping from fouled water into clean. Still freezing. No longer poison.

And through the bond, suddenly, brilliantly clear for the first time in days⁠—

Callen. Kyraleth's presence blazed through with a clarity that stung Callen's eyes. The interference is gone. I can feel you—four hundred meters below me, climbing. The passages above you are sealing. You have minutes.

Can you reach us?

Not down. The corridors are too narrow and closing faster than I could navigate. But the amphitheater—the ritual space. Open ice above it. I'm already positioned. Get to the amphitheater.

We're coming.

Two corridors. Maybe three—hard to tell as passages merged and sealed around them. Callen drove the group harder, hauling Kira, directing Finch and Korvain through a space that was shrinking by the minute. The ceiling lowered. The walls wept moisture that froze on contact. Behind them, the corridor they'd just traversed groaned once and collapsed into solid mass, the sound rolling through the ice like distant thunder.

"There!" Minatha shouted—the amphitheater's lower entrance, still open, the carved tiers of the ritual space visible beyond.

They burst through.

The amphitheater was cracking. Fissures raced across the tiered walls. The ritual circle's ancient symbols flickered and died. The ceiling was a lattice of fractures, and through those fractures—light. Gray, cloud-filtered, real. Daylight.

And from above that light—fire.

Kyraleth's killing breath struck the glacier's surface with a sound that obliterated every other sound in the world. Blue-white flame—the color of a star's core—punched through the ceiling in a column of devastation so bright it left afterimages through closed eyelids. The ice didn't melt. It ceased. Eight centuries of compressed glacier unmade in an instant, converted to steam that erupted upward in a geyser of superheated vapor that caught the mountain wind and tore apart.

Dragonfire. Not the controlled demonstrations of the Academy. Not measured burns or training exercises. The full, unleashed killing breath of a dragon who had spent days waiting above his partner, unable to help, unable to reach, and who was now burning through a mountain because his people were trapped inside it.

The amphitheater filled with steam—scalding, blinding, carrying the first honest warmth they'd felt since entering the glacier. Through the white-out, Callen could see sky. Open sky. The hole Kyraleth had carved was six meters across, its edges glowing orange, already refreezing but slowly—slowly enough.

"Up! Through the steam—climb!"

The dragonfire had carved a rough slope from the amphitheater floor to the surface—ice melted and refrozen into something like a ramp, slick and steaming but navigable. Callen pushed Finch and Korvain toward it first, then helped Minatha haul Kira's half-conscious body up the slope. His palms burned—residual dragonfire warmth fighting the glacier's natural freeze, the surface alternately slick and tacky as water melted and refroze beneath his hands.

Kyraleth's fire carved the hole wider as the glacier tried to close it—dragon against ice, eight centuries of prison architecture fighting a dragon's desperate love. The dragon was winning. But barely.

Callen climbed last. His arms shook. His hands bled where refreezing ice had torn skin. The Nightshade's body kept moving because that was what it did: kept moving until the people behind him were safe. Everything else was noise.

He broke the surface.

Cold air hit him. Mountain air—thin and clean and biting, carrying the scent of snow and stone and nothing else. No corruption. No wrongness. Just the honest, brutal, survivable cold of a world that didn't care whether he lived or died but at least wasn't trying to kill his soul.

Kyraleth was there. Blue-black scales sheeted with steam-moisture already freezing to a glittering crust. Golden eyes finding Callen's. And through the bond, something too large for language: relief and love and the fierce, possessive joy of a partner who had held still while every instinct screamed to act, and who could finally stop holding.

You're out, Kyraleth sent.

We're out.

Behind them, the hole sealed—ice flowing together with a long, low sound like a door closing on a room that would never be opened again.

Callen turned to check his people. Finch on his knees in the snow, gasping. Korvain collapsed against Kyraleth's flank, fire-spent, shivering, Minatha pressed close to share what body heat she had. Kira sitting in the snow with Xyrsanthe in her lap, both trembling, the last iridescent scales receding from Kira's face.

All alive. All out.

Then he saw the Keepers.

They stood in a line across the glacier's surface—twelve figures in pale furs, spaced at precise intervals, feet planted, hands at their sides, faces showing nothing. Behind them, a wider arc: twenty or thirty more in a secondary formation that spoke of perimeter discipline, of a contingency rehearsed for centuries. The drift around them hummed with focused intent.

At the line's center stood the white-haired woman.

Her right hand was raised. Palm flat, fingers extended, held at shoulder height with the rigid precision of someone who had been maintaining that exact position for a very long time. Minutes, certainly. Perhaps since the first tremor shook the surface. Perhaps since Theraxis began his descent and the containment readings crossed whatever threshold Elder Moth's wardens had calculated with great care over many generations.

The detonation formation. The charges set eight hundred years ago. The trigger that would collapse the glacier onto everything inside it—corruption, dragon, and the five human beings who had just crawled out of its depths.

Her hand was on the trigger the entire time.

Callen met her eyes across the distance. She looked back with an expression that held nothing—not relief, not compassion, not satisfaction. The absolute stillness of a woman who had weighed five lives against a world and arrived at an answer, and who had held that answer in her raised hand while the people it would bury fought their way to the surface, and who had not looked away. Not for an instant.

She had felt the corruption die. Callen could see it in the faintest settling of her features—not a change of expression but a change of weight, something she'd carried since before he was born finally set down. The drift had cleared. The wrongness was gone.

"Hold," she said.

Her hand lowered. Slowly. With the deliberate control of a fist unclenching after being closed around something for a very long time.

The formation dissolved. Keepers relaxing from positions held with the discipline of eight centuries. One lowered his head. Another knelt in the snow. Elder Moth, visible at the formation's far edge, stood motionless for a long moment—then turned and walked toward the mountain pass without a word. His back was straight. His steps were steady. He did not look back.

The white-haired woman crossed the distance between them. Stopped three paces from Callen.

"The corruption is ended," she said.

"Theraxis carries the remnants into the deep. Vaelthrix is at peace."

She studied him. Nodded once. Turned to follow Elder Moth.

She didn't say thank you. She didn't say well done. The lowered hand said everything.
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The journey back began with the glacier's silence.

Where the ice had groaned and cracked for days, it was now still—settling into the natural rhythms of a glacier unburdened by eight centuries of supernatural infection. The cold was honest. The wind was wind.

Kira walked at Callen's side, her hand resting on Xyrsanthe's scales. The corruption was gone from her blood—truly gone, not just suppressed. She could feel its absence like a weight lifted.

"I'm free," she said quietly, the words carrying wonder. "I've carried that darkness since my father first forced his experiments on me. Since I was twelve years old and Stark told me he was giving me a gift. And now it's just... gone."

"How does it feel?"

"Empty. But the good kind of empty. Like a wound that's finally clean." She looked at Xyrsanthe, who chirped contentedly against her throat. "She says I'm lighter now. That she can feel more of me and less of what I was carrying."

Korvain's fire burned steady as they climbed toward the surface. His brother's voice was silent—not because the grief was gone, but because the corruption could no longer exploit it.

"I can mourn him properly now," he said when Minatha asked how he was. "Without something trying to use that mourning against me. I think... I think that's what he would have wanted."

Finch walked in thoughtful silence, his notebooks full, his mind fuller. Eventually, he fell into step beside Callen.

"The amber tablet," he said quietly. "The one I hid. It contained records about Seraveth—information that suggested the corruption's spread wasn't entirely accidental. She had planned to use it as a weapon from the beginning."

"Why didn't you share it?"

"I wasn't sure it mattered. And I was afraid that knowing Vaelthrix had been manipulated might make us sympathize with him too much, might make us hesitate at the crucial moment." Finch shook his head. "I was wrong to hide it. Secrets have a way of poisoning things, even when we think we're protecting people."

"The corruption fed on exactly that kind of thinking."

"I know. I won't make the same mistake again."

They emerged from the mountains as the sun was setting, painting the ice in shades of orange and gold. Kyraleth flew above them, his blue-black scales catching the dying light. The dragon's wingbeats were unhurried now—the measured pace of a guardian who had burned through a mountain for his people and could finally afford to simply fly.

It is done? the dragon asked.

It's done. The corruption's hold is broken. Vaelthrix is at peace. Theraxis carries what remains into the deep — not as prisoner this time. As guardian. By choice.

And you? How do you feel?

Callen considered the question. He had expected to feel triumph, or at least relief. What he felt instead was something quieter—a sense of completion, of having fulfilled a purpose larger than himself.

I feel like I understand something I didn't before, he said finally. About partnership. About what it means to choose someone freely, to be chosen freely in return.

You already knew that.

I knew it here. Callen touched his chest. Now I know it here. He touched his head. The corruption couldn't break us because we had what Vaelthrix spent his whole life searching for. What he destroyed the world trying to create. And in the end, showing him that was what healed him.

The anchor at his chest pulsed—Nora, checking on him.

You're coming home? she asked.

Soon. We still have to finish the trial. But the corruption is gone. The threat is ended.

I know. I felt it happen. A pause, then: Papa? I'm glad you're safe. I'm glad it worked. And I'm glad I could help.

You did more than help. You showed Vaelthrix something I couldn't—proof that partnership can begin in a single glance of recognition, that bonds can form in ways he never imagined. Your connection with Solara—a dragonet who chose you the moment she saw you, and a girl who chose to do it right—was part of what convinced him to let go.

Really?

Really. You helped save the world tonight. He felt her pride through the anchor—not vanity, but the quiet satisfaction of having contributed something meaningful. Now get some sleep. We'll be home soon.

The return journey began in earnest, and this time, the mountains didn't fight them.


Chapter Twenty-Seven


RETURN TO THE CAPITAL



The capital rose from the plains like a wound that had healed wrong.

Callen saw it first as a smudge on the horizon—smoke and haze accumulating above too many people living too close together. Then towers resolved through the murk: the Regent’s spire catching the westering sun, the palace rising from the city’s heart like a mountain of carved stone. Weeks ago, Aldermere had seemed ancient and powerful, seat of kingdoms that had risen and fallen while its stones endured. Now, after the glacier, it seemed small. Fragile. A collection of buildings and people who had no idea how close they’d come to extinction.

But the city also seemed cleaner. The drift energy that flowed through its streets had lost the sour undertone that had flavored Callen’s previous visits—the corruption’s distant influence, seeping up from whatever lay buried beneath the Hall of Judgment. That influence had faded to barely perceptible traces. The city was still wounded, still scarred by centuries of subtle infection, but the wound had stopped bleeding. The poison had stopped spreading.

Even from a distance, the banners told stories. House Merival’s colors flew at full height—vocal supporters of conviction. House Aldric’s banner was conspicuously absent, their tower shuttered and dark. Baron’s allies, going to ground.

They passed through the southern gate with minimal delay—the Academy delegation was known here now. But Callen caught the looks that followed them, the whispers that passed between guards. One made a quick hand signal to a waiting servant. Black Veil communication, modified for current use. Baron’s network, still operating, still gathering information even with its master in chains.

“We were spotted,” Callen said quietly to Kira. “They’ll know what we’ve accomplished within hours.”

“I can feel the difference,” Kira said, her voice carrying wonder. Her hood was drawn up to hide features that might still be recognized from her testimony, but her hand pressed against her chest in the gesture that had become habit during their journey. Xyrsanthe stirred beneath her cloak, responding to her partner’s unease. “The pressure here was always worse than at the Academy—I assumed it was just the size of the city, the concentration of drift energy. But it was the corruption, wasn’t it? Reaching up from below, touching everything, tainting everything.” She paused, her eyes scanning the crowded streets. “It’s still here. Still present. But it’s not active anymore. Not hunting.”

“Residue,” Callen agreed. “What remains after the source is cut off. It will fade on its own, given time.”

“How much time?”

“Years. Maybe decades. The corruption had centuries to spread its roots through this place. Pulling those roots out will take longer than severing them from their source.” He met her eyes, seeing the understanding there. “You’ll feel it too. The traces in your blood—they won’t vanish just because Vaelthrix is at peace. But they’ll be easier to manage. Quieter. Less like an enemy and more like a scar.”

“A scar I can live with.” Kira’s smile was small but genuine. “I’ve carried worse.”

They passed the Hall of Judgment, and Callen saw the changes: additional guards posted at every entrance, drift-readers in robes of scholarly gray stationed at intervals with instruments in hand, monitoring. The awakening that had threatened during the trial had been noticed. Preparations had been made—too little and too late if things had gone differently in the north, but Callen couldn’t blame them for trying.

In the plaza before the Hall, the political landscape had shifted visibly. Lord Hadrian’s faction—Baron’s longtime allies—occupied the eastern benches, but their numbers had thinned. The western side had swelled. Several nobles Callen recognized as fence-sitters had crossed over during his absence, reading the wind and adjusting their positions accordingly. Politics as weather vane. The capital’s oldest tradition.

And there, at the edge of the crowd near a pillar of old stone—a figure that didn’t belong to the capital’s rhythms. Weathered face, mountain-hardened hands resting at his sides, a stillness that came from years of watching ice and wind rather than politics. He wore no furs, had dressed to blend with the city’s merchant class, but the disguise couldn’t mask the way he held himself: rooted, patient, evaluating everything with the disciplined attention of someone trained to watch and remember.

The man’s gaze found Callen’s and held it. The same quality Callen had noticed in the trial gallery weeks ago, from a seat in the upper balcony that had been empty by the time the session ended. A Keeper observer. In the capital. Watching.

The man looked away first—not in submission, but dismissal. He had seen what he needed to see. Callen filed it away beside the Black Veil signals and the shifted banners: another thread in a web that was growing more complex by the hour. The Keepers had given them passage through the mountains, had shared their knowledge and their history. But they had also spoken of contingencies. Of ending what remained, whatever the cost. They were still deciding what Callen’s return meant for that calculation.
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They found Amara waiting at the estate Theron had provided for them—a three-story townhouse in the diplomatic quarter with walls of gray stone and windows of actual glass. The courtyard was small but well-maintained, fruit trees espaliered against the southern wall, a fountain burbling quietly in the center despite the season. Guards stood at the gate in Kingdom purple and silver, but Callen noticed that Amara had added her own people to the rotation—settlement-trained, Academy-loyal, watching the watchers.

Her face was drawn with worry that dissolved into relief when she saw them. She crossed the courtyard in quick strides, embracing Callen with fierce intensity before stepping back to assess the group. Her eyes cataloged their condition with a soldier’s precision: the weight they’d lost, the exhaustion they carried, the indefinable change that came from surviving something that should have killed them.

“You look like death walking,” she said. “All of you.”

“We feel like it.” Callen managed a tired smile, feeling the truth of her assessment in every aching muscle. “But we’re alive. That’s more than I expected, honestly.”

“What happened? The drift channels went silent two weeks ago. Finch’s message stones stopped working. We thought—” She couldn’t finish the sentence, but the fear in her eyes completed it.

“The corruption interfered with long-distance communication. It’s contained now. Mostly.” Callen looked around the courtyard, noting the additional guards at the gate, the defensive wards scratched into the doorframes during their absence—old protections, the kind that hadn’t been used seriously in generations. “What’s been happening here?”

“The trial continued without you. Theron kept finding reasons to delay the verdict, but pressure is mounting from both sides.” Amara’s expression darkened as she led them inside, away from ears that might be listening. The townhouse’s interior was cool and dim, furnished with the understated luxury of the diplomatic quarter—heavy tapestries, polished wood, the kind of comfort designed to make visiting dignitaries feel valued without feeling indulged. She spoke as they moved through the entry hall, her briefing crisp and practiced.

“Baron’s supporters are getting restless. Three duels in the noble quarter this past week—two over perceived slights that were really about loyalties. Someone set fire to a warehouse belonging to House Merival, who’ve been vocal about wanting execution. And Baron himself has been cooperative during your absence—naming others involved in the Institute’s work. Some of those names belong to powerful families.” Her voice dropped. “Someone’s getting nervous about what else he might say.”

“They’re cleaning house,” Callen said grimly.

“While they still can. Witnesses have been pressured—families visited, payments offered, favors called in. And one of Kira’s fellow victims was found dead three days ago.” Amara met his eyes, then Kira’s. “Official ruling is drowning. But her family received a significant payment the day before, and the woman was known to be a strong swimmer.”

Kira said nothing. Her jaw tightened, and the scales at her collar seemed to darken—a response Callen had learned to read during their weeks together. Grief transmuted to fury, held in check by discipline that had cost her more than anyone in this courtyard would ever know. Xyrsanthe pressed closer against her side, a small warm weight of solidarity.

“I’m sorry,” Amara said to Kira, and meant it.

“Names,” Kira said, her voice flat and controlled. “When this is over, I want names.”

Amara nodded, then turned back to Callen. “And the thing beneath the Hall of Judgment. It’s been more active—the drift readers reported it was stirring in its sleep, reaching toward the surface. Whatever you found in the north, it was connected to what’s down there.”

“Was connected. Past tense.”

“The readings confirm that. Two days ago, whatever was building just… released. Like a fist that had been clenching suddenly relaxed.” Amara’s eyes searched his face. “What did you do up there, Callen?”

“What needed to be done. What someone should have done eight centuries ago.” He met her eyes, letting her see the weight of what he carried. “I’ll tell you everything. But first, Theron. He needs to understand what’s changed—and what hasn’t.”

“He’s been expecting you. His people spotted you on the southern road this morning.” Amara’s eyes narrowed with suspicion she didn’t voice. “He has watchers everywhere, Callen. I don’t trust him.”

“Neither do I. But right now, he’s our best option for getting the truth heard.”
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Lord Theron received them in the same private study where they’d first discussed the journey north. The room looked unchanged—books lining the walls in cases of dark wood polished to a warm gleam, the fire crackling in its grate of carved marble, heavy drapes of purple velvet blocking outside light to create an atmosphere of timeless confidentiality. Maps hung on the walls between bookcases, showing the Kingdom’s borders as they had existed in various eras—a visual history of expansion and contraction that spoke to the impermanence of political power.

But the man himself seemed older than when they’d left. Lines had deepened around his eyes, cutting grooves that hadn’t been there before. His hair showed more gray at the temples, and his movements carried a weariness that hadn’t characterized their previous meetings. The burden of regency was wearing on him—or perhaps it was the knowledge of what slept beneath his city, what had been slowly waking during the weeks of their absence.

His first question wasn’t about politics.

“Elainak,” Theron said before Callen could speak. His fingers stilled on the arm of his chair—the nervous habit abandoned for something more urgent. “The watchers you warned me about—Baron’s network, the ones following her at the Academy. They’ve pulled back. Three days ago, they stopped shadowing her entirely. Stopped questioning her tutors, stopped bribing the servants I’d placed around her.” His voice carried the precise control of a man who had spent weeks masking terror as composure, but the crack beneath it was audible. “Why?”

“The corruption is contained. Baron’s network lost its leverage.”

Theron closed his eyes. Just for a moment—one breath held and released. The politician vanished. The father surfaced, raw and unguarded, a man who had spent weeks watching his daughter being followed and knowing he could do nothing about it. Then his eyes opened, and the politician returned.

“She’s safe?” he asked. “You’re certain?”

“The immediate threat from the north is ended. The network may still try to use her, but not as part of Vaelthrix’s influence. Just ordinary political pressure.”

“Ordinary political pressure I can handle.” Theron moved to his desk, where a decanter waited. For a moment he simply stood there, one hand resting on the crystal neck, his back to Callen. The father was being packed away—Callen could see it happening in the set of his shoulders, the deliberate straightening of his spine, the way he touched the stack of dispatches on the desk’s corner as if reminding himself of their weight. When he turned back, the tremor was still in his hands—a fine, persistent shaking as his fingers closed around the decanter—but the rawness behind his eyes had been shuttered. The Lord Regent had returned. “Tell me everything.”

A servant appeared with small pastries that smelled of honey and almonds, then vanished as silently as he’d come. Callen took the chair Theron indicated—leather, old and well-worn, comfortable in the way of furniture that had served generations of meetings like this one. He was too tired to stand on ceremony.

“Vaelthrix released his hold on the corruption. Theraxis absorbed what remained and sealed himself in the deep ice. It will fade eventually, starved of bonds to attack.”

Theron was silent for a long moment, processing. His fingers traced the arm of his chair—a habit of grounding, perhaps, physical sensation anchoring a mind working through implications that reached far beyond this room.

“Vaelthrix released his hold,” he repeated slowly. “How?”

“I showed him what he believed was impossible. A freely chosen partnership. A bond that wasn’t a chain.” Callen met the lord’s eyes, letting him see the certainty there. “He created the corruption because he believed true partnership didn’t exist—that every bond between human and dragon was ultimately a form of enslavement. When he saw that it did exist, when he finally accepted that his despair was unfounded, he let go. The corruption lost its foundation.”

Theron’s hand stilled on the arm of his chair. “Freely chosen,” he repeated, and Callen heard the father surface for just an instant—the man who had given his daughter to strangers because keeping her would have killed her. Then his fingers resumed their tracing pattern, and the Lord Regent continued: “And Theraxis?”

“Made a choice. The same kind of choice he should have made eight centuries ago—to trust his partnership enough to act, even when acting meant sacrifice. He’ll hold what remains of the corruption until it exhausts itself. Centuries, maybe millennia. But eventually, it will end.”

“Contained,” Theron said, and the word carried understanding that surprised Callen. “Not destroyed. Not cured. Contained.”

“Yes. The corruption still exists. Theraxis still holds it. And somewhere beneath your Hall of Judgment, the residue of its influence remains—weakened, disconnected from its source, but present.” Callen held the lord’s gaze. “This isn’t a victory, my lord. It’s a reprieve. The immediate threat has passed, but the work of healing will take generations.”

“Generations we now have.” Theron’s fingers stilled on the chair arm. “That is more than I dared hope for.”

He rose and moved to the window, pulling aside the heavy drape to stare out at the city. The late afternoon light cast his face in sharp relief—the tension in his jaw, the calculating intelligence in his eyes as he weighed what he’d heard against what he knew.

“You’ve done something remarkable,” he said. “Something I didn’t believe was possible. The council has been preparing contingencies for when—not if—the thing beneath the Hall awakened fully. We had plans for evacuation, for containment, for managing the catastrophe. We had no solution, only degrees of disaster.”

“And now?”

“Now the readings have changed. The presence below is quieting. Still there, but no longer reaching toward the surface. The pressure that had been building for years has begun to ease.” Theron turned back to face them, and something like hope flickered in his expression. “Whatever you did in the north affected it directly.”

Callen thought of the corruption-veins that had connected Theraxis to Vaelthrix, spreading through miles of ice like the roots of some terrible tree. Similar connections must have existed here—tendrils reaching from the northern prison to wherever Vaelthrix’s influence had spread during the centuries of containment. When Theraxis severed those connections by absorbing the corruption into himself, the distant branches had withered.

“The connection is severed. What remains beneath your Hall is residue, not living corruption. It should fade on its own, though it might take years.”

“Years we can work with. Years we can prepare for.” Theron returned to his seat, the fire casting dancing shadows across his face. “You’ve earned the Academy’s recognition, as I promised. More than earned it. When the trial concludes⁠—”

“About the trial.” Callen leaned forward. “What’s the situation with Baron?”

“Complicated. The evidence against him is overwhelming, but his defenders argue that his research was in service to the Kingdom—that he was trying to solve a problem no one else acknowledged existed.” Theron’s expression soured. “They’re not entirely wrong. Baron’s methods were monstrous, but his goals aligned with what we now know was a real threat. Some on the council believe he should be pardoned for his contributions to understanding the corruption.”

“He murdered Lord Regent Vanish and seized the throne. He created abominations—people forced into dragon bodies who were still conscious, still aware, trapped and suffering in what he’d made of them. He emptied the Pyrin Quarter and hunted anyone with gifts who wouldn’t submit to his Institute.” Callen’s voice was steady, but the anger beneath it was old and deep. “He pursued his own granddaughter as a test subject. My wife fled her father’s house with an infant to keep Nora out of his surgeons’ hands. And Stark—the man Baron armed and directed—experimented on children. On his own daughter.” He glanced at Kira, who stood rigid and silent, the scales at her collar visible above her cloak. “Baron built the machine. Stark ran it. The fact that they aimed it at a real problem doesn’t excuse what they did to the people caught inside it.”

“I know. But politics rarely aligns with justice.” Theron’s fingers resumed their tracing. “There’s another factor. Baron has been offering information, naming others involved in the Institute’s work. Some of those names belong to powerful families. If he’s executed, that information dies with him.”

“So he lives by being useful.”

“Possibly. Unless someone provides testimony compelling enough to overcome his usefulness.” Theron’s gaze sharpened. “You’ve returned with knowledge no one else possesses. Knowledge about what the corruption truly is, where it came from, why it exists. That changes everything—including the context of Baron’s crimes.”

Callen understood what Theron was suggesting. His testimony could shift the trial’s balance—could provide justification for harsh judgment that politics alone couldn’t achieve. But it would mean exposing everything he’d learned, including information that some might consider dangerous.

“I’ll testify,” he said. “But on my terms. The full truth, not a curated version that serves political convenience.”

“I expected nothing less.” Theron’s smile held something that might have been genuine respect. “The trial resumes tomorrow. I’ll arrange for your testimony to be heard first thing. Rest tonight—you’ll need your strength for what comes.”

Callen rose to leave, then paused at the door.

“My lord—the corruption is contained, but not ended. What grows in its place matters. The Academy represents one future: partnerships freely chosen, bonds built on trust rather than power. Baron’s work represents another: control, exploitation, the same failures that created Vaelthrix in the first place. Tomorrow’s verdict won’t just determine one man’s fate. It will signal which future this kingdom chooses to pursue.”

Theron’s eyes met his, and in that gaze Callen saw something beyond political calculation: a father who had been leveraged, constrained, forced to make choices that went against his better judgment. A man whose hands now trembled with the same weight that had broken the one who came before him.

Theron’s gaze drifted to the tapestry behind Callen—the same one that hung in his private salon, the ancient partnership image he’d never removed despite the political risk. When his eyes came back, they carried something that wasn’t calculation.

“I know,” Theron said quietly. “Why do you think I’ve been waiting for you to return?”


Chapter Twenty-Eight


THE VERDICT



The Hall of Judgment was packed.

Word had spread overnight that the Academy delegation had returned from the north, and speculation ran wild about what they’d discovered. The whispers Callen had noticed at the city gate had multiplied and evolved during the hours since their arrival, growing with each retelling until the stories bore only passing resemblance to truth. Some said they’d found an army of corrupted dragons. Others claimed they’d discovered ancient weapons. A few, closer to truth than they knew, suggested they’d met something old—something that changed everything.

Nobles and commoners alike had crowded into the gallery, filling every seat and standing three deep in the spaces between. The air was thick with the scents of too many bodies pressed close—perfume and sweat, wool and leather, the faint mustiness of old stone.

The drift energy in the chamber felt different than before—still carrying echoes of the dragon graveyard below, that background radiation of ancient death and loss, but muted now. The screaming Callen had sensed during Baron’s early testimony had faded to a murmur, as if the dead had finally begun to rest. Whatever Theraxis had done by absorbing the corruption, it had quieted not just the prison in the north but every place the corruption had touched.

Baron Selwyn sat in the accused’s box. He’d deteriorated since the last time Callen had seen him—the decline that had been visible at the trial’s opening had accelerated during the weeks of their absence. The fine tremor in his hands had worsened, and the chain connecting his wrists rattled faintly with its rhythm. His clothes hung looser still, the frame beneath them shrinking toward something frail. But his eyes were unchanged. When they found Callen as the delegation took their seats, they burned with the same terrible intelligence—that certainty which had driven him through decades of monstrous work still fully intact behind the failing body. Whatever captivity had taken from Baron Cornelius Selwyn, it hadn’t touched the thing that made him dangerous.

Before Judge Corwen could call the session to order, Lady Vesren rose from her seat in the western gallery and crossed the central aisle to speak with Lord Hadrian in the eastern section—Baron’s longtime allies. The murmur that followed her movement said everything about where the political wind was blowing. She’d been neutral throughout the trial, carefully positioned between factions. Now she was hedging her bets, making sure she had friends on whichever side emerged victorious.

House Morrow’s representatives—the family who’d lost three children to the Institute—watched Vesren’s crossing with barely concealed fury. Lord Morrow’s hand moved to his sword hilt before his wife’s touch stopped him. Their eldest son, Daveth, had been one of Baron’s first subjects. The letters had continued arriving for months after he died.

Judge Corwen called the session to order, his voice carrying easily through the crowded space despite his advanced age. The judge’s robes were traditional—black trimmed with silver, symbols of his office embroidered in thread that caught the light—but his eyes were sharp and watchful, missing nothing.

“Before we proceed with closing arguments, the court will hear testimony from Master Callen, who has returned from investigating matters relevant to this trial. Master Callen, please approach.”

Callen rose and walked to the witness stand, aware of every eye in the chamber following his movement. The distance from his seat to the stand was perhaps thirty feet, but it felt longer—a gauntlet of attention, of judgment, of expectation. He’d faced death more times than he could count, had killed without hesitation when circumstances demanded it. But this—speaking truth to power, trying to change the course of history with words instead of weapons—felt more dangerous than any battle.

“Master Callen,” Judge Corwen began, “you were granted leave to investigate claims that the corruption underlying Baron Selwyn’s research had external origins. What did you discover?”

“I discovered that the corruption is real.” Callen’s voice carried clearly through the silent hall, the chamber’s acoustics designed to project speech to every corner. “What I found on my recent journey north confirms that it’s not a disease or a natural phenomenon. It’s a weapon—created eight centuries ago by a Dragon Singer named Vaelthrix, designed to break the bonds between humans and dragons.”

Murmurs erupted through the gallery like fire through dry grass. In the eastern section, two of Baron’s supporters rose and made their way toward the exits—not running, but not lingering either. They’d heard enough. Two of the seventeen names in Amara’s documents had just been read into testimony. The men now walking toward the exits were numbers three and four. They’d heard enough. Whatever they’d been promised for their loyalty, it wasn’t worth staying to see the verdict. Judge Corwen gaveled for silence, the sharp crack of wood on wood echoing in the sudden quiet.

“Vaelthrix believed that all partnerships between humans and dragons were forms of slavery—that even willing bonds were founded on power rather than genuine connection. He created the corruption to sever those bonds, to ‘free’ dragons from what he saw as chains. But the corruption couldn’t distinguish between forced bonds and genuine partnerships. It attacked everything, and in doing so, it destroyed the civilization that had sustained human-dragon cooperation for millennia.”

“And what became of this Vaelthrix?” the judge asked, his quill moving across paper as he recorded the testimony.

“He and his dragon partner, Theraxis, imprisoned themselves along with the corruption. For eight centuries, they held it contained in the frozen north—Theraxis fighting to prevent its spread, Vaelthrix sustained by the very creation he’d come to regret.” Callen paused, letting the weight of the history settle over the crowd. “I found them. I spoke with them. And I showed Vaelthrix something he’d believed impossible: a partnership that was freely chosen, genuinely equal, truly real.”

Lord Hadrian leaned forward, his expression calculating. Beside him, Lady Vesren had stopped pretending to listen to the testimony—she was watching the other nobles’ reactions, counting allies and enemies, already planning her next move regardless of which way the verdict fell.

“You showed him a true bond,” Judge Corwen said slowly, his quill pausing on the page. “A Dragon Singer partnership, freely given.”

“Yes. And when he saw it—when he finally accepted that his despair had been unfounded—he let go. Released his hold on the corruption. Theraxis absorbed what remained and sealed himself in the deep ice, where he’ll hold it until it finally fades.”

The silence that followed was absolute. Even the whispers had stopped. The gallery sat frozen, processing information that rewrote everything they thought they knew about the world.

Then Lord Morrow stood. Not to speak—simply to bow toward Callen. A formal acknowledgment, the kind reserved for those who had rendered great service. His wife followed, rising beside him. Then the merchant representative whose son had been taken. Then a minor lord whose niece had disappeared into the Institute. Others joined, a scattered wave of recognition from those who had lost someone to Baron’s experiments, spreading through the gallery like ripples from a stone.

The Baron’s remaining supporters sat rigid and silent, watching their influence drain away with each person who rose.

“This is relevant to Baron Selwyn’s trial,” Callen continued, “because Baron’s research was based on fragments of the original corruption. The Evolution Institute’s work—the transformations, the experiments, the suffering they caused—was an attempt to harness something that was never meant to be harnessed. Baron didn’t create the corruption, but he fed it. Every experiment strengthened the connection between the prison in the north and the presence sleeping beneath this very Hall. Every transformation created new channels for the corruption to spread.”

He turned to face Baron directly, meeting the old man’s eyes across the chamber.

“Your research wasn’t healing. It wasn’t progress. It was feeding a weapon designed to destroy everything humans and dragons could build together. Whether you knew that or not, the result was the same.”

Baron rose to his feet, ignoring the guards who moved toward him, his chains rattling as he stood. The motion cost him—Callen saw it in the way he gripped the railing, in the slight sway before he steadied himself. But his eyes still held that terrible intelligence, that certainty that had driven him through decades of monstrous work.

“I did what the Kingdom would not.” His voice came rough, forced past whatever damage three months of imprisonment had done. He paused, drawing breath. “I sought solutions.” Another pause. “While you debated. While you ignored.”

Behind him, his remaining supporters shifted uncomfortably. One—a minor lord whose family had profited from Institute contracts—quietly gathered his things and slipped toward the exit. Another followed moments later. The exodus was slow but unmistakable.

His hands trembled against the railing, but his gaze never wavered from Callen’s face.

“You condemn me.” The words fell like stones into still water. “The corruption remains.” A longer pause, his chest heaving with the effort of speech. “Remember who warned you. Remember who tried.” His voice dropped, but the chamber’s acoustics carried every word. “When it returns—and it will return—remember that I was the only one willing to act.”

“Your research created more victims. More broken bonds. More suffering that the corruption could feed on.” Callen’s voice hardened, carrying the weight of everything he’d witnessed in the north. “Kira stands as living proof of what your work produced.” He gestured toward where she sat in the gallery, her hood drawn back now, the dark iridescent scales visible at her collar and climbing her neck. “Commander Stark was your partner. Your chief collaborator. You armed him, directed him, gave him the Institute’s methods. And he used them on his own daughter—a child of twelve—because you both decided her bloodline made her a worthy test subject. You built the machine, Baron. You don’t get to disown what it did to the people fed into it.”

Baron’s eyes found Kira in the gallery. Something passed across his face—not grief, but the cold recognition of a failed investment. “My colleague’s wayward daughter,” he said, the old dismissal surfacing through his exhaustion. “Stark’s methods were his own.” A tremor ran through his frame, but his voice held its edge. “The girl was meant to be proof that transformation could be survived. Controlled.” Pause. Breath. “She was the closest thing to success we achieved.”

“She was a child,” Callen said. “Not a proof of concept.”

“She was both.” Baron’s eyes didn’t leave Kira’s face. “And she survived. Which is more than can be said for the others.” The words carried no remorse—only the clinical satisfaction of a man who still measured people by their usefulness. “You think I’m the monster. But Stark understood what I understood. The corruption was coming whether we acted or not. Every child I didn’t reach was a child the corruption would have consumed. I offered them a chance.”

“You offered them a cage dressed as a gift. The same lie Vaelthrix told himself eight centuries ago.”

Baron said nothing. His hands continued to shake. After a long moment, he lowered himself back to his seat—not sitting so much as collapsing, his body finally betraying the weakness his will had masked. But his eyes remained sharp, calculating, even as his physical form failed him.

Kira rose from her seat in the witness gallery. The movement drew every eye—the survivor, the operative who had defected from her father’s command, the daughter of Baron’s collaborator who had testified about what the Institute’s methods had done to her own body. Xyrsanthe glowed beneath her cloak, the dragonet’s warmth visible even from across the chamber.

She didn’t speak. She simply looked at Baron—a long, steady gaze that held something beyond anger or grief. Something that might have been pity, or might have been farewell.

Then she turned and walked out of the Hall, her steps unhurried, her back straight. She would not wait to hear what the court decided. She had already rendered her own verdict.

The statement was clear to everyone who watched her go.

Callen turned back to the judge. “The corruption is contained now. The threat Baron claims to have been fighting is neutralized. What remains is accountability—for the children he experimented on, for the families he destroyed, for the trust he betrayed. Whatever his intentions, his actions caused harm that can’t be undone. That harm deserves justice.”

Judge Corwen nodded slowly, then addressed the court. “This testimony will be entered into the record. The prosecution may now present closing arguments.”

The arguments took hours.

Baron’s defenders tried everything—claiming his research had been sanctioned by Lord Vanish, arguing that his cooperation during the trial demonstrated reformation, suggesting that his knowledge was too valuable to waste on execution. They produced documents and witnesses, wove narratives of patriotism and sacrifice, painted their client as a misunderstood visionary rather than a monster.

But Callen watched the factions move rather than listening to the speeches. Vesren’s people clustered in the corridor during the first recess, speaking in urgent whispers—repositioning themselves, he suspected, preparing to claim they’d always had doubts about Baron’s methods. Lord Hadrian’s son left halfway through the prosecution’s presentation—not fleeing but deliberate, his stride carrying the purpose of a man on an errand. The message he carried wouldn’t be a warning. It would be an offer: cooperation with the prosecution in exchange for immunity. House Hadrian hadn’t survived three centuries by choosing losing sides. The son’s departure was strategic, not panicked.

The Morrow contingent grew larger as the day progressed. Other grieving families joined their section of the gallery, drawn by word that the testimony had been damning. By the time closing arguments began, they filled nearly a quarter of the available seats.

And in the upper gallery, in the same seat that had been occupied during Callen’s Nightshade testimony weeks ago—and empty by the time that session ended—someone sat watching. Not the same individual. This one was younger, a woman with the same mountain-weathered stillness, the same hands that spoke of ice and wind and long seasons of patience. She wore merchant’s clothes that fit her the way a borrowed skin fits a wolf: technically adequate, fundamentally wrong. Her attention moved across the chamber with the disciplined sweep of someone cataloguing everything and reacting to nothing.

A Keeper observer. Different face, same seat, same quality of evaluative intensity. Callen let his gaze pass over her without lingering—an acknowledgment between professionals, nothing more. She was not here for Baron. She was here for the Academy, for the testimony about Theraxis and Vaelthrix, for the question of what Callen’s return from the north meant for the vigil her people had maintained for eight centuries. Whether the verdict was death or mercy would not change the report she carried back to the mountains. The Keepers were measuring something else entirely.

The prosecution countered with evidence of specific crimes: names of victims, details of experiments, testimony from survivors who had suffered under the Evolution Institute’s care. A woman missing both arms from a transformation gone wrong. A man whose drift sensitivity had been burned out entirely. Children who had been taken from families and never returned, their fates unknown.

Through it all, Callen watched the judges’ faces, trying to read which way the verdict would fall. Judge Corwen remained impassive, his expression revealing nothing. But the other judges—there were five in total, as required for crimes of this magnitude—showed reactions they couldn’t fully hide. Horror at some testimony, uncertainty at others, the constant calculation of political consequence that colored every decision in this city.

Finally, as evening shadows lengthened through the high windows and servants moved to light the Hall’s countless candles, Judge Corwen called for the verdict.

“Baron Cornelius Selwyn, you have been tried for crimes against the realm, including unauthorized experimentation on citizens, complicity in murder, and conspiracy to commit acts of corruption. On the charge of unauthorized experimentation, how do you find?”

“Guilty,” came the unanimous response, five voices speaking as one.

“On the charge of complicity in murder?”

“Guilty.”

“On the charge of conspiracy to commit acts of corruption?”

“Guilty.”

The word echoed through the Hall like a hammer striking stone. Three times guilty. Three times condemned.

Lord Morrow closed his eyes. His wife gripped his hand, tears streaming down her face. Behind them, the mother of one of the transformed children began to weep—quiet sobs that she didn’t try to hide. Around them, others in the victims’ section embraced, or sat in stunned silence, or simply stared at the accused’s box where Baron sat motionless.

In the eastern gallery, what remained of Baron’s supporters sat rigid and silent—a handful of true believers who had stayed to the end, now facing the consequences of their loyalty. Lady Vesren had already gone, having slipped out during the final arguments—but Callen had caught her expression before she left. Not defeat. Satisfaction. Vesren wasn’t leaving because the Baron had lost. She was leaving because she’d won—positioned to claim the Baron’s preserved research as a crown asset under her faction’s management, the very outcome she’d been engineering since the trial began. Her departure was victory, not retreat.

In the upper gallery, the Keeper’s expression did not change. Not when the first “guilty” fell, not when the families wept, not when Baron’s supporters began their quiet exodus. She sat with the same composed stillness she’d maintained all day—watching, recording, rendering no judgment that her face would betray. The Kingdom’s justice was the Kingdom’s concern. She was measuring something else: what came next, and what it meant for the children at the Academy, and whether the man who had faced an eight-hundred-year-old corruption and walked away was someone to be trusted or feared.

Baron’s face underwent a transformation more subtle than any his Institute had engineered. The defiance didn’t leave—it never would, Callen suspected—but something else moved beneath it. His shoulders settled slightly, as if a weight he’d been carrying had finally been acknowledged. Not relief. Not resignation. Calculation. Even now, even convicted, the Baron was thinking three moves ahead.

“The sentence for these crimes is death,” Judge Corwen announced, and a ripple of reaction passed through the gallery. “However, in recognition of Baron Selwyn’s cooperation with this court and the strategic value of his knowledge, the sentence will be commuted to life imprisonment, to be served in the Kingdom’s secure facility at Ironhold.”

Lord Morrow surged to his feet. “Death!” His voice cracked across the chamber. “He killed our children—he turned them into monsters—and he gets to keep breathing?”

“Order!” Judge Corwen’s gavel cracked against the bench.

But Morrow wasn’t finished. He pushed through the crowd toward Baron’s box, guards moving to intercept him. His wife called his name, reached for his arm, but he shook her off.

“You took my son,” he said, his voice carrying despite the chaos around him. “You told us he’d be educated. Protected. You sent us letters in his handwriting for months after he died.” He stopped, guards closing around him, but his eyes never left Baron’s face. “And you get to keep breathing?”

Baron met his gaze with exhausted calm. “Your son’s transformation was the closest I came to success. He lived longer than any other subject. His drift sensitivity increased tenfold before the end. If I’d had more time⁠—”

“More time?” Morrow lunged. It took three guards to restrain him, and even then he strained against their grip, reaching toward the man who had destroyed his family. “More time to murder more children? More time to send more lying letters?”

“To save them,” Baron said quietly. “To save all of them. You’ll never understand that. None of you will.”

“Order!” Judge Corwen’s gavel cracked repeatedly. “Lord Morrow, you will compose yourself or be removed from this chamber!”

Morrow stopped struggling, but his eyes remained fixed on Baron. “This isn’t justice,” he said, his voice hoarse. “This is politics.”

During the recess that followed, Morrow’s wife—steadier than her husband, her grief channeled into precision rather than fury—approached Callen near the corridor’s eastern alcove.

“The Academy,” she said without preamble. “You’re building something that stands outside the crown’s authority. Independent. Accountable to its own council.”

“We are.”

“Then we want a registry. Every person the Baron’s work touched—every survivor, every family that lost someone, every name the Institute tried to erase. Maintained by the Academy as an independent institution, not the crown.” Her eyes were dry but fierce. “The dead deserve to be counted by someone who won’t lose the records when the politics shift.”

The request landed with unexpected weight. Not vengeance—accountability. A demand that the Academy become not just a school for the gifted but a keeper of the truth the Kingdom had tried to bury.

She wasn’t wrong. Callen could see the threads of compromise woven through the verdict. Execute the Baron, and Vesren’s faction loses access to research they consider strategically vital. Let him live freely, and House Morrow and a dozen other grieving families would have grounds to challenge Theron’s fitness as Regent. Life imprisonment threaded the needle: the Baron contained, his knowledge technically preserved, justice technically served.

Technically. The word tasted bitter.

“Furthermore,” the judge continued once order was restored, “Baron Selwyn’s research materials, facilities, and resources are hereby seized by the crown. The Evolution Institute is formally dissolved, its practices banned throughout the realm. Any individual found continuing such research will be subject to immediate prosecution.”

“Additionally,” Judge Corwen added, consulting a separate document, “the court has authorized the arrest of seventeen individuals identified through Baron Selwyn’s testimony as collaborators in the Evolution Institute’s work. Warrants have been issued. Several are already in custody.” A pause. “Others have fled the capital’s jurisdiction. The investigation continues.”

That, at least, was something. The Institute’s dissolution meant no one else would suffer as Kira had—at least not through official channels. The knowledge Baron had accumulated would be locked away, inaccessible to those who might seek to continue his work.

As guards led Baron from the chamber, the old man’s eyes swept the room one last time. His gaze paused on the upper gallery—on the Keeper observer’s seat—for a fraction of a second. Not surprise. Acknowledgment. The Baron had known they were watching, perhaps had always known, and filed it away alongside every other piece of intelligence his failing body still hoarded. Then his eyes found Callen. There was hatred there, burning bright despite his defeat, but also something else. Recognition, perhaps. The acknowledgment of an enemy who had proven more formidable than expected.

“This isn’t over.” Baron’s voice came weak now, the effort of his earlier speech having exhausted whatever reserves he’d marshaled. But the words carried clearly enough. “My network.” A pause for breath. “Didn’t die.” Another pause. His smile was thin, knowing. “It went quiet.” He let the guards pull him forward a step. “It waited.”

He leaned closer as they tugged him toward the doors, his voice dropping to something only Callen could hear.

“Your Academy.” Breath. “Full of children.” His eyes glittered with malice that his weakened body couldn’t diminish. “Who trust you.” Pause. “I wonder.” The thin smile widened. “How long.”

Before Callen could respond, the guards pulled the Baron through the chamber doors. But his words lingered like poison in the air.

He’s threatening the Academy, Kyraleth observed, anger coloring the bond. Even convicted, even imprisoned, he reaches for weapons.

I know. And he’s not bluffing. Callen watched the doors close behind the Baron’s shuffling form. The Institute had collaborators we never identified. Merchants, nobles, maybe even people inside the Kingdom’s own government. They didn’t disappear just because we put their leader in chains.

Then we remain vigilant.

We do more than that. Callen turned to find Lord Morrow being escorted from the chamber by guards, his wife following with tears still wet on her cheeks. The man had lost everything to Baron’s work. Had just watched his children’s murderer escape execution. And he’d been right: this wasn’t justice. This was politics.

We find them. Before they find us.

Morrow saw Callen watching him. He shook free of the guards—gently, the fury spent now, leaving something colder in its wake—and crossed the emptying floor to where Callen stood.

“Master Callen.” His voice was quiet, stripped of the rage that had filled the chamber minutes before. The calm was worse. “You did well today. The families know what you risked in the north. I want you to understand that.”

“But,” Callen said, because the word was already written in the lines around Morrow’s mouth.

“But seventeen families buried children because of that man. And the court just told us that his usefulness outweighs their lives.” Morrow’s jaw worked. “The families will remember that. Not the verdict—the commutation. They’ll remember that the Kingdom weighed their dead against political convenience and found them wanting.”

“What are you telling me, Lord Morrow?”

“That if the Kingdom’s justice fails the dead, the living will find their own answers. And that is a force neither you nor I can control.” He held Callen’s gaze for a moment longer—not threatening, not pleading. Warning. Then he turned and walked toward his wife, who waited at the gallery stairs with one hand pressed to her chest and the other reaching for his.

Callen watched them go. Morrow was a grieving father, not a revolutionary. But grief given nowhere to land becomes its own kind of weapon, and seventeen families with the same wound was a powder keg that didn’t need a conspirator’s match—only time, and the slow realization that the system built to protect them had chosen to protect itself instead.

Another front, Kyraleth observed. The Baron’s network in the shadows. The Keepers in the mountains. And now the families, with wounds that won’t close.

Justice unfinished breeds its own dangers. Callen touched the braided wrist-band at his wrist—Nora’s anchor, warm against his skin. We’ll need to be ready for all of them.

The trial was over. The verdict was rendered. Justice—such as it was—had been served.

But as Callen gathered his companions and prepared to leave the Hall of Judgment, he couldn’t shake the feeling that they’d won a battle while the war continued in shadows they couldn’t yet see.


Chapter Twenty-Nine


RECOGNITION



The ceremony took place three days after the verdict, in the great throne room of Aldermere’s palace—the same chamber where Lord Theron had been confirmed as Regent by the emergency council of lords, and where, before that, Baron had staged his theatrical seizure of power from a throne still warm with Vanish’s absence. The room had witnessed three transfers of authority in as many months. Now it would witness something that hadn’t happened within its walls for centuries.

The chamber was ancient—older than the Hall of Judgment, older than most of the city that surrounded it. Its walls were hung with tapestries depicting the Kingdom’s founding, faded with age but still showing the original colors in places where light hadn’t reached. The ceiling soared a hundred feet overhead, supported by columns carved to resemble dragons—a reminder of an age when such partnerships had been common, before the corruption had driven the species apart.

Callen stood at the chamber’s center, wearing new clothes that Amara had insisted he acquire—dark fabric with subtle patterns that marked him as someone of consequence without the ostentation of noble dress. Kyraleth was visible through the massive windows behind him, the dragon having landed on the palace’s ancient dragon-perch despite the consternation of guards who had never seen such a thing. The perch itself was a marvel—carved stone extending from the palace’s highest tower, designed to support the weight of full-grown dragons during an age when they had been common visitors. It had stood empty for three centuries, weathered but intact, waiting for a time when dragons might return.

The Academy’s representatives had gathered in the visitor’s section, a small but significant delegation. Elder Shendra sat rigid with barely contained emotion—she had spent decades preserving the Dragon Singer lore passed down from her great-great-grandmother Syenna the Flame-Touched, teaching breathing techniques and fire control to children in secret, believing that the world might never again acknowledge what she carried. Now the Kingdom that had persecuted her people, razed Embarak, and hunted Pyrin children for their gifts was preparing to formally recognize the very traditions it had tried to destroy. Beside her, Torven kept glancing toward the windows where Aethris waited, his bond with the dragon still new enough that separation felt uncomfortable. He’d been a skeptic once, a soldier who thought dragons were weapons to be controlled. Now he couldn’t imagine life without his partner’s presence in his mind.

Gerand the smith had come too, wearing borrowed finery that made him look deeply uncomfortable. His hands, scarred from years of forge work, kept moving to his belt where his tools usually hung. He’d built the Academy’s gates with his own hands, forged the training equipment that let dragon and human work together, created the very framework that made their community possible. He deserved to see what that work had earned.

Even Thessa had made the journey—the settlement’s cook, who had kept them all fed through the difficult early months when resources were scarce and hope was scarcer. She sat at the end of the row, dabbing at her eyes with a handkerchief she’d embroidered herself.

Around them, the court had gathered in full regalia: nobles in their finest dress, silks and velvets in every color, jewelry catching the light that streamed through windows of colored glass. Officials wore ceremonial robes marking their offices—purple for justice, blue for treasury, green for agriculture. Representatives from every major faction in the capital stood in careful arrangement, their positions reflecting the complex hierarchy of power and influence that governed court politics.

“We are gathered,” Theron announced from the elevated dais at the chamber’s far end, his voice carrying through the vast space, “to formally recognize an institution that has earned its place in our Kingdom’s future. The Dragon Singer Academy, founded by Master Callen and supported by partners from across our realm, has demonstrated its value not merely through words, but through action.”

He descended the steps to stand before Callen, a scroll in his hands bearing heavy wax seals—the Royal Seal, the Seal of the Council, and others Callen didn’t recognize but suspected represented various factions whose agreement had been necessary.

Callen studied Theron’s face as the Regent approached. He remembered the man in his private study before their journey north—the careful politician whose composure had cracked when he spoke of Elainak. Baron’s network had placed watchers around the Academy where she was training, had bribed servants Theron had positioned to protect her, had questioned her tutors—all of it leverage designed to keep Theron compliant. The corruption’s containment had done more than neutralize an ancient threat; it had severed the foundation of Baron’s power over men like Theron. The network still existed, but without the corruption to promise or threaten, its influence had diminished. And with his daughter safe among Callen’s people—learning to control the fire that had once burned her bedsheets, surrounded by children who understood what it meant to carry gifts the world feared—Theron could support the Academy openly now. The cost of doing so had finally become bearable.

Politics, Callen thought. But politics aligned with justice, for once. He’d take what he could get.

“By this charter, the Kingdom of Verath recognizes the Dragon Singer Academy as a legitimate institution of learning, granted rights of self-governance, protection under royal law, and authority to pursue the study and practice of human-dragon partnership. Its graduates shall be recognized as trained practitioners, entitled to the respect and legal standing accorded to any skilled professional.”

Theron handed the scroll to Callen, who accepted it with hands that trembled slightly despite his efforts at control. The parchment was heavy, the seals warm from Theron’s grip, the ink bearing the particular scent of the official formulae used for documents of state. This was what they had fought for—not just survival, but legitimacy. The right to exist openly, to teach without fear, to build something that would outlast any individual.

In the visitor’s section, Elder Shendra’s breath caught audibly. Torven gripped the bench before him, knuckles white. Gerand wiped his eyes with the back of his scarred hand, not even trying to hide his emotion. Thessa had given up on the handkerchief entirely and was openly weeping.

“Furthermore,” Theron continued, “in recognition of services rendered to the realm—services that have neutralized a threat centuries in the making—Master Callen is hereby named Royal Advisor on Matters of Drift and Partnership. This position carries a seat on the council and the authority to speak on all matters relating to human-dragon relations.”

Callen bowed, accepting the honor while knowing he would never actually serve in such a capacity. The Academy needed him more than the court did, and politics had never been his battlefield of choice. But the offer itself was significant—formal acknowledgment that his expertise had value, that the Kingdom would seek his counsel on matters that had once been forbidden to discuss.

“I accept these honors on behalf of everyone who has worked to make the Academy possible,” Callen said, his voice carrying through the hushed chamber. “And I offer, in return, a promise: the Academy will work to rebuild what was lost. Not the dominance of Dragon Singers over dragons, but genuine partnership. Not the exploitation of power, but its responsible use. What was broken eight centuries ago can be healed—slowly, carefully, with respect for both human and dragon perspectives. We have already begun that work. With your support, we will continue it.”

As he spoke, he caught Theron’s eye and saw the calculation there alongside the gratitude. The Regent had achieved what he wanted—the Academy as ally, the corruption contained, Baron neutralized. But recognition came with expectations. The Kingdom would want something in return: trained drift-sensitives for its armies, perhaps, or access to dragon allies in times of crisis. That negotiation hadn’t begun yet, but it would.

The Academy’s independence was guaranteed by charter now. Whether it remained so would depend on the choices they made in the years ahead.

The applause that followed was genuine, if restrained—this was still a court, after all, where excessive emotion was considered gauche. But Callen saw approval in many faces, and even those who remained skeptical seemed willing to accept the new reality. Change had come whether they welcomed it or not; better to adapt than to be swept away.

As nobles began to approach with congratulations—some genuine, some calculated, all performed with the court’s particular blend of warmth and precision—Callen noticed a figure near the gallery’s western entrance who did not approach. Weathered hands at her sides, a deliberate stride already carrying her toward the door, the quality of composed stillness he had learned to recognize in the mountains and again at the verdict three days before. She met his eyes across the crowded chamber—one beat, unhurried, unreadable—then turned and left through the arched doorway without looking back. The Keepers had witnessed the Kingdom’s endorsement. What they made of it, they would decide in their own time, in their own councils, by their own measures. Callen filed it away beside the observer from the trial: another data point in an assessment that was far from complete.

Elder Shendra approached during the reception that followed, weaving through nobles who parted for her with uncertain courtesy. Her eyes were wet, but her voice was steady when she reached him.

“My great-great-grandmother Syenna was bonded to the dragon Vaelros,” she said quietly, pitching her voice for his ears alone. “She lived through the final war that drove dragons into hiding. She passed what she knew to her daughter, and her daughter’s daughter, and so on—down through generations of women who kept the knowledge alive in secret while the Kingdom burned everything connected to the old partnerships.” Her weathered fingers, steady as always, touched the scroll Callen still held. “The Pyrin have carried this flame for centuries, Callen. Through the destruction of Embarak, through the purges, through the occupation that turned our sacred sites to rubble. We preserved it not because we believed we would see this day, but because the knowledge deserved to survive.” She drew a breath that shook despite her control. “Now the Kingdom that razed our archive and hunted our children stands in this room and calls what we protected legitimate. Syenna would have wept. I think I’m weeping for her.”

“They helped build this,” Callen said. “Even if they didn’t live to see it. Every person who kept the dream alive during the dark years—they’re part of what we’re creating now.”

“Yes.” The word came clipped, sharper than he expected. She straightened, and something moved behind her eyes that was not gratitude. “But you should know that I rehearsed what I would say if this day ever came. For years, Callen. In the dark, in the cold, in camps where we whispered the old words so quietly the children had to press their ears to our lips to hear. I practiced a speech of triumph.” She looked at the nobles milling around them—the same court that had funded the Institute, that had stood by while Embarak burned, that had turned Pyrin children into fugitives and test subjects. “I find that I cannot give it. What I feel is not vindication. It is something more complicated.” Her voice dropped. “I am glad. I am also angry. The Grand Archive held ten thousand years of our history, and they burned it in a single afternoon. No charter replaces that. No ceremony undoes it. I am glad and I am furious, and both things are true, and I do not need you to resolve them. I need you to understand that this is what recognition costs when it comes a hundred years too late.”

Callen said nothing. There was nothing to say. Some wounds could be witnessed but not healed, acknowledged but not repaired. He held her gaze until she nodded once—a nod that said she knew he understood, that the silence was enough—and then she turned back to the delegation, composing herself with the discipline of a woman who had spent a lifetime carrying grief that the world had never paused to notice.

“But there’s still work to do,” she said over her shoulder, her voice steadying. “The dragon Council still hasn’t formally acknowledged us. Kyraleth says they’re debating—some of the older dragons remember the purges, remember what humans did when the corruption spread. They’re not ready to trust.”

“They may never be ready. We have to prove ourselves through action, not ceremony.”

“I know.” She glanced toward the windows where Kyraleth waited, his blue-black scales catching the afternoon light. “But ceremonies help. They make things real in ways that words alone cannot. Today, the Kingdom acknowledged us. Tomorrow—perhaps—the dragons will too.”

Torven approached next, nervous energy radiating from every line of his body. He’d dressed in his finest clothes for the occasion, but he still moved like a soldier—alert, watchful, uncomfortable with ceremony.

“The charter mentions ‘authority to pursue study and practice,’” he said, keeping his voice low. “Does that include flight training over Kingdom territory? Because we’ve been restricted to the Academy’s valley, and Aethris says the younglings need more space to learn proper formation flying. The mountains are too cramped for the maneuvers they should be practicing.”

“I’ll negotiate it,” Callen said. “One step at a time.”

“One step.” Torven’s laugh held an edge. “We’ve been taking one step at a time for a year. When do we get to run?”

“When we’ve proven we won’t fall. When the Kingdom trusts us enough to give us room.” Callen met the younger man’s eyes. “I know it’s frustrating. But we’re building something that will outlast all of us. That takes patience.”

“Aethris says the same thing. She says dragons think in centuries, not seasons.” Torven shook his head. “I’m trying to learn. It’s just... hard. After everything we went through to get here, having to wait feels like its own kind of prison.”

“It won’t be forever. The charter is just the beginning.”

Gerand didn’t approach with words—he simply gripped Callen’s hand when their paths crossed, his scarred fingers rough and strong, his eyes saying everything his voice couldn’t manage. The smith had never been eloquent, had always expressed himself through metal and fire rather than speech. But his handshake said more than any speech could have.

Through the windows, Kyraleth’s rumbling voice carried clearly: Well spoken, partner. Though I notice you failed to mention my contributions.

Your contributions are visible to everyone with eyes, Callen sent back, allowing himself a small smile. The giant dragon on the perch outside tends to make an impression.

As intended. Let them see what partnership looks like. Let them understand what they’ve been missing for three hundred years.
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Theron found him during the transition between the formal ceremony and the reception’s second hour, when the musicians had begun and the nobles’ attention had turned to wine and gossip. The Regent guided Callen into an alcove behind the dais—a private space screened by a tapestry depicting a dragon and rider in flight, the colors faded to ghosts of what they’d been.

“The charter guarantees self-governance,” Theron said without preamble. His tone was conversational, almost warm, but his eyes held the focus of a man conducting business. “But the council expects a return on its investment, Callen. You know that.”

“I know you’re about to tell me what that looks like.”

“Consultation. Trained drift-sensitives available to the Kingdom’s military advisors during crises—not as soldiers, but as specialists. Dragon intelligence when threats emerge along the borders. And access to the Academy’s research on corruption residue, so our own scholars can contribute to the monitoring effort.” Theron spread his hands—a gesture of reasonableness that Callen recognized from a dozen prior negotiations. “Partnership. The very thing you’ve been advocating.”

“Partnership assumes equal footing. What you’re describing sounds like a service contract.”

“It sounds like cooperation between institutions that share a common interest in the Kingdom’s stability.” Theron’s smile was thin but not unkind. “I’m not asking for weapons, Callen. I’m asking for allies.”

“The last three rulers who treated gifted people as a resource created the Institute, sanctioned the purges, and burned Embarak.” Callen kept his voice level. “The Academy trains partners. Not assets. Not consultants who can be requisitioned when the crown feels threatened. The moment we become a tool in someone’s arsenal, we become the thing Vaelthrix feared.”

“My daughter lives at your Academy, Callen.” Theron’s voice went quiet—not soft, but stripped of its political register. “Do you think I would propose arrangements that undermine the place where she sleeps? And the moment you refuse all cooperation, you become an island the Kingdom has no reason to protect.” Theron held his gaze. “I’m not your enemy. I genuinely believe this can work for both of us. But the council won’t fund protection for an institution that offers nothing in return. That’s not politics—that’s arithmetic.”

Neither man spoke for a moment. Through the tapestry, the reception’s noise filtered in—laughter, clinking glass, the careful performance of civility.

“We’ll discuss terms,” Callen said finally. “At the Academy. On our ground, with our council present. Not in an alcove at a party.”

“I wouldn’t have it any other way.” Theron’s smile widened fractionally—the satisfaction of a man who had gotten the conversation he wanted, if not the answer. “I’ll send envoys within the month.”

He left Callen standing behind the faded tapestry, studying the ghostly image of a dragon and rider whose partnership had been old when the palace was young. The negotiation that would define the next decade had just begun. And Callen was under no illusions about who held the stronger hand.
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The ceremony concluded with more speeches, more formalities, more ritual acknowledgments of things that had already been decided. Nobles approached to offer congratulations that might or might not be sincere. Officials discussed implementation details that would keep clerks busy for months. Musicians played traditional melodies that dated from the age of Dragon Singers, dusted off from archives where they had waited for an occasion that most had assumed would never come.

But when it was finally over, when Callen emerged into the courtyard where his companions waited, he felt something he hadn’t expected.

Peace.

Not completion—there was still too much work to be done for that. But the sense that a chapter had ended, that a long struggle had finally reached a conclusion. The Academy was recognized. The corruption was contained. Baron would face the rest of his life in prison, his research destroyed, his legacy one of warning rather than inspiration.

Not all of it, though. The crown’s investigators had seized three of the Institute’s hidden facilities, but rumors suggested at least two more remained undiscovered. Several of Baron’s lieutenants had fled before the warrants reached them. The network had been disrupted, not destroyed—a wounded beast rather than a dead one.

“Callen.” Amara fell into step beside him as they crossed the courtyard, her voice pitched below the hearing of the guards flanking the palace gates. “While you were making speeches, I was making conversation. Lady Danthor’s aide let something slip after his third glass of wine—Corvus, Baron’s intelligence coordinator, was spotted in Darath province two weeks ago. He’s not fleeing. He’s recruiting.”

“Corvus.” The name landed cold. Baron’s spymaster—the man who had mapped the Keeper outposts, who had run the observation network that tracked Elainak, who knew every safe house and dead drop the Institute had ever used.

“There’s more. House Aldric—the ones who shuttered their tower after the verdict—their banking records show quarterly payments to a trading company that doesn’t appear to trade anything. The same company supplied the Institute’s eastern facility, the one the crown hasn’t found yet.” Amara’s jaw tightened. “And there’s a rumor—unconfirmed—that a facility near the Corwen mines is still operating. Small scale. Skeleton staff. But the drift-readers I spoke to say the signature is unmistakable.”

The wounded beast had teeth, then. And friends with deep pockets who had yet to be called to account.

Problems for another day. Today, at least, they could claim victory.

“We did it,” Amara said, taking his arm as they walked toward the palace gates. The courtyard was paved with stones worn smooth by centuries of feet, lined with statues of past rulers whose names had been forgotten by all but scholars. “I wasn’t sure we would, but we did.”

“We did something,” Callen agreed. “Whether it’s enough... that’s for the future to decide.”


Chapter Thirty


HOMEWARD



They left the capital together—the full delegation this time, no one remaining behind. Amara rode beside Callen with her saddlebags heavier than they'd been on arrival, packed with documents she'd extracted from Vesren's network, copies of testimony transcripts, and a sealed letter from Theron acknowledging the Academy's official recognition. Elhan brought up the rear with the quiet satisfaction of a man whose long vigil was finally ending.

The road south felt shorter than the road north. Perhaps it always did, when you were heading home.

The spring had advanced during their time in the capital, transforming the landscape from brown and dormant to green and alive. Wildflowers bloomed in meadows they passed—purple clover and yellow buttercups, white daisies and blue forget-me-nots creating carpets of color that stretched to distant horizons.

The contrast with their journey north struck Callen repeatedly. Then, the world had felt hostile—winter pressing in from all sides, the corruption’s influence flavoring even innocent landscapes with subtle wrongness. Now spring had arrived with honest warmth, honest growth, the simple renewal that came every year regardless of human struggles. The land didn’t know what they’d accomplished. Didn’t care. It simply continued, as it always had, as it always would.

Somehow, that was comforting.

But not all of it had recovered. On the second day they passed through a stretch of forest where the trees stood leafless and gray, bark peeling in long strips, branches twisted into shapes that no natural growth would produce. Nothing grew beneath them—no grass, no moss, no wildflowers pushing through the dead soil. The ground felt wrong underfoot, a subtle vibration that Callen sensed through his drift awareness and that made even the horses skittish: the land remembering what had passed through it, the way a burn scar remembers flame long after the fire is gone. Further south they found a meadow split by a line so precise it might have been drawn with a ruler—green and flowering on one side, bare earth and stunted brown on the other. The corruption’s channels had run through the drift like veins, and where they had been strongest the damage lingered. Healing, but not healed. The land would recover in time—years, perhaps decades—but the scars would be visible long after the cause was forgotten. Callen found himself thinking of Kira’s arms, of Korvain’s silences, of his own hands that still shook sometimes in the hours before dawn. The landscape was honest in a way people rarely were: it showed its wounds without apology, and waited for time to do what time does.

Korvain and Minatha rode close together now, their horses nearly touching. Whatever had happened in the glacier’s depths had changed something between them—or perhaps just clarified what had always been there.

“I’m staying at the Academy,” Korvain announced on the third day, breaking a comfortable silence. “Minatha and I discussed it. The Pyrin need to know what we learned—that the corruption can be fought, that bonds are the answer. But we can do more good teaching than reporting.”

“The Academy could use fire-masters,” Callen agreed. “Especially ones who’ve faced the corruption directly.”

“Faced it.” Korvain’s expression darkened, old pain surfacing briefly before he controlled it. “It knew exactly what to say to me. Used my brother’s voice. Told me the fire in my blood was poison, that he could show me how to make it pure.” He glanced at Minatha. “She pulled me back. I’d like to help others learn to do the same—to recognize the corruption’s lies before they take root.”

“What about your obligations to the Pyrin?” Amara asked. “Your clan won’t be pleased to lose two trained warriors.”

“They’ll understand when we explain what we witnessed.” Minatha’s voice was quiet but certain. “The Pyrin value strength above all else. What we learned in the north—that partnership is stronger than isolation, that bonds can resist what raw power cannot—that’s a lesson our people need to hear. We’ll serve them better by spreading that truth than by returning to patrol duties.”

“Besides,” Korvain added, a hint of his old humor surfacing, “I’ve never been very good at taking orders. Teaching suits me better. I get to tell other people what to do.”

On the fourth morning, while the others broke camp and loaded the horses, Callen found Kira sitting apart at the edge of a stream, her sleeves pushed to her elbows. She was studying her forearms with the careful attention of someone reading a map—tracing the faint iridescent lines where scales lay dormant beneath the skin. As he watched, she flexed her hands, and the scales shimmered faintly, rising to the surface like fish in shallow water before subsiding again. Xyrsanthe chirped from her shoulder—a small, reassuring sound, the dragonet’s warmth pressing against Kira’s neck. The scales settled. Calm brought them down. Stress drew them out. Her body had become a barometer of something she could manage but never fully shed.

“There were others,” Kira said without looking up, sensing his presence the way she always did—half drift-awareness, half the combat instincts her father had drilled into her. “The Institute didn’t just experiment on children with potential. They experimented on anyone they could get. Adults. Soldiers who volunteered for what they thought was enhancement. Villagers who had no idea what was being done to them.” She pulled her sleeves down, covering the shimmer. “Some of them survived. They’re out there somewhere, carrying transformations they don’t understand, with no one to tell them what they are or what to do about it. Could the Academy help them?” Callen didn’t have an answer. Not yet. But the question landed with the weight of something that would not be set aside—the seed of a mission the Academy hadn’t been built for but might need to become. Not just training Dragon Singers. Not just preserving lore. But reaching the ones who had been broken by the same forces the Academy existed to oppose, and offering them something no one else could: understanding. “We’ll find a way,” he said. It wasn’t a promise. It was a direction.

We’re not alone on this road, Kyraleth observed on the fourth afternoon, his tone carrying the particular dryness he reserved for facts he found both unsurprising and irritating. Drift signatures at the edge of my range. Disciplined. Deliberate. Paralleling our route south and maintaining consistent distance.

The same quality we felt in the north?

The same. Controlled presence, minimal signature bleed. Professional. A pause. They could have stayed hidden. Instead, they are announcing themselves—maintaining distance but making their presence known, the way a diplomatic escort might signal both protection and surveillance. By the time we reach the settlement, they will know the route, the defenses, the approach angles. If they choose to leave a calling card at the gates, it will not be because they stumbled across us. It will be because they mapped every stone in the wall before they arrived.

Probably all three. Callen kept his expression neutral, his hands easy on the reins. He didn’t mention it to the group. The Keepers had let them leave the north alive, had witnessed the verdict and the charter ceremony, and were now shadowing them home—gathering information, measuring consequences, making calculations in a ledger that had been open for eight centuries. Until those calculations resolved into action, there was nothing to be gained by worrying the others. He filed it away beside every other unresolved threat and watched the road ahead.

Finch had been quiet for most of the journey, lost in his notebooks. He’d filled three of them since leaving the capital, writing by firelight long after the others had gone to sleep. On the fifth day, he finally shared what he’d been working on.

“A curriculum,” he said, spreading pages across their camp table. “For teaching the corruption’s history. Not just what happened, but why. The original Dragon Singers’ failures—how they allowed forced bonds to become normalized, how they ignored the warnings signs of discontent among the dragons. Vaelthrix’s tragedy—how good intentions became weapons when combined with despair. The patterns that led to catastrophe.”

Callen smiled. The bespectacled scholar had been part of the Academy since its earliest days—had assembled the council table from old library shelves, had filled journal after journal with observations about the children’s abilities, had discovered the clues that led them to the Silence Before Stars. Of course he’d already turned their journey into a teaching plan. “You’ve been working on this since we left the glacier, haven’t you?”

“Someone has to document this properly. The Kingdom’s records are incomplete at best, deliberately falsified at worst—I found three separate official histories that claim the Dragon Singers simply ‘disappeared,’ as if an entire civilization could vanish without cause.” Finch gathered his pages, his scholar’s passion burning bright. “If we don’t preserve the truth now, it will be lost again. And next time, there might not be anyone left who remembers what really happened.”

“The Academy needs teachers,” Amara said. “We’ve been so focused on practical training—bonding, drift manipulation, combat techniques—that we’ve neglected theory. History. Context.”

“Context is everything.” Finch’s eyes gleamed with the fervor of someone who had found their purpose. “Understanding why the corruption was created is just as important as knowing how to resist it. Vaelthrix wasn’t evil—he was heartbroken. He saw suffering and wanted to end it. That’s a warning, not just a story. Good intentions can become weapons if we’re not careful. The next Vaelthrix might be one of our own students, if we don’t teach them how to recognize when idealism becomes obsession.”

He fell quiet for a moment, turning a page covered in his tight, precise handwriting. Then he said, more softly: “The trouble is, I now have three histories of the same catastrophe, and none of them agree.” He held up one finger. “The Kingdom’s official account: the Dragon Singers grew arrogant, the dragons turned on them, civilization fell to dragon treachery. Convenient, because it justifies every purge that followed.” A second finger. “The recovered Dragon Singer texts: the corruption appeared as an external force, a plague that no one could have predicted or prevented. Convenient, because it absolves the Singers of responsibility.” A third. “And the Keepers’ oral tradition, which we heard fragments of in the north: the Singers themselves created the conditions that allowed the corruption to take root—forced bonds, subjugated dragons, a system so dependent on control that when one heartbroken man weaponized that control, the entire structure collapsed.” He lowered his hand. “None of them are complete. All of them are partially true. And the real history—the full, unvarnished account of what happened and why—is probably worse than any single version allows. That’s what I need to teach. Not a comfortable narrative. The mess.”
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That evening, after the others had settled into the quiet rhythms of camp—Finch writing, Korvain and Minatha murmuring by the horses, Kira a still shadow at the fire’s edge—Amara joined Callen at the perimeter where he’d taken the first watch. The stars were sharp overhead, the air carrying the green smell of spring grass and the distant scent of rain moving east.

“She reached five hundred miles,” Amara said without preamble. She didn’t need to say who.

“Shendra told you.”

“Shendra told me our nine-year-old daughter anchored two people through a corruption assault from the other side of the Kingdom, amplified by a dragon who hasn’t hatched yet.” Amara’s voice was steady—the steadiness of someone who had been carrying the weight of this for days and had finally decided to set it down between them. “That’s not a gifted child, Callen. That’s something the world hasn’t seen before.”

“I know.”

“Do you remember the second note—the one that came folded inside the Keeper message?” She looked at the stars rather than at him. “‘Beware the ones who claim ancient right. Not all who guard do so for the world’s sake.’”

“You think it was about the Keepers.”

“I think the Keepers have spent eight centuries guarding a prison, and now they’re watching a child who can reach across five hundred miles of drift and touch the bonds that hold that prison shut.” Amara’s jaw tightened. “They’re not watching her because she’s talented. They’re watching her because she could become the key that opens what they’ve given their lives to keep sealed. And I don’t know whether they’d protect her for that, or—” She stopped. The alternative didn’t need voicing.

Callen was quiet for a long time. The fire crackled. Somewhere above, Kyraleth shifted on whatever perch he’d found for the night, his presence a low hum in the bond—awake, listening, offering no counsel because there was none to give.

“We can’t hide what she is,” Callen said finally. “We tried that. It didn’t work the first time, and it won’t work now. She’s too strong, and Solara will only make her stronger.”

“So we teach her. We prepare her. We make sure she understands what she carries and who’s watching.” Amara’s hand found his in the dark—the same gesture she’d used on the morning they fled Emberdale, and every hard morning since. “And we stop pretending we can solve this with strategy. She’s our daughter, Callen. Not a variable in someone else’s equation.”

“The Keepers see her as one.”

“Then we change what they see.”

Neither of them believed it would be that simple. But Amara leaned into him, and he put his arm around her shoulders, and they sat together in the dark watching the fire burn low—two people who had survived too much to pretend optimism they didn’t feel, and who had learned that the inability to solve a problem did not release you from the obligation to face it. They couldn’t protect Nora from the world’s interest in her. They could only be there when that interest arrived, and trust that what they’d built—the Academy, the bonds, the family held together by choice rather than blood—would be enough to hold.
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Kira said nothing about her plans. She rode apart from the others, Xyrsanthe a constant presence against her throat. The scales had faded to barely-visible traces, the corruption’s constant pressure reduced to background awareness she could almost ignore. But Callen saw her touch her arms sometimes, checking. Feeling for the shimmer that had once threatened to consume her.

On the seventh night, she joined him at the fire after the others had gone to sleep.

“I don’t know what I am now,” she admitted quietly. “Not corrupted—the pull is quiet. But not normal either. My father’s work changed me. The corruption changed me. I carry something in my blood that will never go away, no matter how silent it becomes.” She stared into the flames. “I don’t fit anywhere.”

“The Academy has room for people who don’t fit.”

“Maybe.” She stroked Xyrsanthe’s scales, drawing comfort from the contact. “Or maybe I need to find others like me. The Institute identified subjects across the Kingdom—children who showed drift sensitivity, who were taken and changed and then discarded when the experiments failed. Some of them might still be alive, carrying the same traces I carry. They deserve to know they’re not alone.”

“That sounds like a mission.”

“It sounds like something I need to do.” She met his eyes, and in her gaze he saw the same steel that had carried her through testimony, through the glacier, through everything the corruption had thrown at her. “But not yet. Not until I understand what I’ve become. The Academy can help with that. Elder Shendra has been researching the corruption’s effects on survivors—she thinks there might be ways to turn what we carry into strength rather than weakness.”

“Xyrsanthe chose you knowing what you carried,” Callen said. “That’s not nothing.”

“No.” Kira’s smile was small but genuine. “That’s everything, actually. She chose me despite the corruption—or maybe because of it. She says I taste like fire that learned to burn cold.” She laughed softly. “I have no idea what that means, but she seems to think it’s a compliment.”
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The settlement came into view on the eighth day, nestled in its valley like a jewel in a setting of green hills. The sight struck Callen with unexpected force, emotion rising in his chest that he couldn’t quite name. Home. It had been so long since he’d had a place that word applied to, so many years of wandering and hiding and running. Now there was somewhere he belonged.

Smoke rose from chimneys in lazy spirals. Fields showed the early green of planted crops. And on the cliffs above, dragons perched—not just Kyraleth’s familiar blue-black silhouette on his limestone outcrop, but new shapes that hadn’t been there when they left. Three young dragonets rested on ledges below the great dragon’s perch, their scales catching the light in colors Callen didn’t recognize—amber, deep green, pale silver. The eggs had chosen their partners while he was gone, and the Academy’s cliffs now held the beginnings of something that hadn’t existed for three centuries: a community of bonded dragons, watching over the valley together.

But it was the small figure running toward them from the gates that caught Callen’s attention.

Nora.

She covered the distance with speed that surprised him, her nine-year-old legs carrying her faster than should have been possible—or perhaps that was just a father’s perception, time stretching as he watched his daughter approach. He barely had time to dismount before she slammed into him, arms wrapping around his waist with fierce intensity.

“You came back,” she said, her voice muffled against his chest. “I knew you would but I was scared anyway.”

“I promised.” Callen held her close, feeling the warmth of her against him. “I always keep my promises.”

“I know.” She pulled back to look up at him, and he saw that she’d changed during their separation. Taller, maybe—but something else too. A steadiness in her eyes that hadn’t been there before, a quiet confidence that spoke of challenges faced and overcome.

“I felt it when the corruption let go,” she said. “Like a weight I didn’t know I was carrying suddenly disappeared. And I felt you, in the glacier. When you were showing Vaelthrix what partnership meant.” She touched the anchor she still wore around her neck. “I helped, didn’t I? With Kira. With Korvain.”

“You did. More than you should have been able to, from that distance.”

“I know.” She grinned—fierce, proud. “Elder Shendra says my range increased while you were gone. I can reach almost five hundred miles now if I really push. But Solara makes me practice pulling back too—she says reaching far is easy, but knowing when to stop is what keeps you safe.”

“Solara?”

“She’s close to hatching.” Nora’s excitement bubbled over, transforming her from the composed young woman who had helped save lives into the nine-year-old who still believed in wonders. “She told me yesterday. She says she wants to see the sun—she’s tired of feeling it through my eyes. Come on, you have to meet her properly!”

She took his hand, pulling him toward the gates with the imperious certainty of a child who expected to be obeyed.

“Come see what we built while you were gone. The new training hall is almost finished. And there are three more bonded pairs now—the eggs chose their partners! You missed everything.”

Callen let himself be led, listening to her excited chatter about everything that had happened in his absence. The training hall had a roof now, and windows that Gerand had forged from salvaged metal. Torven and Aethris had figured out synchronized flying, and they’d only crashed twice. Elder Shendra had started teaching breathing exercises to a class of twelve students.

But beneath the excitement, Callen sensed something else—a maturity that hadn’t been there before. His daughter had helped save lives from hundreds of miles away. Had pushed her abilities past their limits and learned to pull back. Had grown into something remarkable while he was gone, guided by a dragon who hadn’t even hatched yet.

She’s becoming what you hoped, Kyraleth observed through their bond as he settled onto familiar cliffs above the settlement. A Dragon Singer in her own right.

She’s becoming more than I hoped. That’s what frightens me.

That’s what gives you hope. You simply haven’t admitted it yet.

The settlement had continued without him, had grown and strengthened and built toward the future he’d envisioned. That was perhaps the greatest accomplishment of all—not that he had saved them, but that they had learned to save themselves. He wasn’t irreplaceable. The Academy wasn’t dependent on any single person. It would survive and thrive long after he was gone.

[image: ]


Wren found him at the eastern wall an hour before sunset.

The information broker was easy to miss if you weren’t looking—a figure so diminutive he might have been mistaken for a child, slumped against the gate post with studied casualness. He’d aged in the months since Callen had last seen him—more gray in his hair, more lines around his weathered face—but his pale eyes remained as sharp as ever. The eyes of someone who saw everything and forgot nothing.

He’d found Callen without asking directions, which meant he’d already mapped the settlement’s layout. Of course he had. Wren never arrived anywhere without knowing the terrain.

“Nightshade.” His voice carried theatrical amusement, the old Black Veil name deployed like a greeting between colleagues. Then, with a shift to something more formal: “Or should I say Professor Nasinth? The Academy suits you.”

“Wren.” Callen turned from his contemplation of the valley below. “I’d ask how you found us, but⁠—”

“I make it my business to know things.” He produced a sealed envelope from somewhere in his elaborate coat—the coat with too many pockets, mismatched buttons, and what appeared to be three different patterns of lining visible at various openings. His socks, Callen noticed, were mismatched as always: one deep burgundy, one forest green. “Congratulations on your official recognition. The charter is genuine, by the way. I checked.”

“You checked the Royal Seal?”

“I checked everything.” Wren’s theatrical manner faded slightly, something more serious surfacing beneath. “Which is why I’m here. Theron’s support isn’t as straightforward as it appears. He’s playing a longer game than anyone realizes.”

“I gathered as much from the trial. The verdict was negotiated before we entered the Hall.”

“That’s the surface. I’m talking about currents beneath.” Wren glanced toward the cliffs where dragons perched, his expression unreadable. “Baron’s network didn’t die with his imprisonment. Parts of it went quiet. Waiting. And some of those parts have connections to people very close to the Regent’s circle.”

“Are you saying Theron is compromised?”

“I’m saying Theron is political. He supported you because it served his purposes—removing Baron’s leverage over his family, positioning himself as a reformer, gaining access to trained drift-sensitives for the Kingdom’s use. When those purposes are fulfilled, or when the cost of supporting you exceeds the benefit...” Wren spread his hands, silver rings catching the fading light.

“The network lieutenants who escaped—any word on where they went?”

“Some.” Wren’s eyes narrowed. “Two fled east, toward the border. One seems to have vanished entirely—either very dead or very well hidden. The research caches the crown missed... I have leads. Nothing certain yet.” He paused. “The organization is wounded, not dead. They’ll rebuild, given time. The question is whether you give them that time.”

They stood in silence for a moment, watching the dragons settle into their evening routines.

“Will you stay?” Callen asked. “The Academy could use someone with your skills.”

“My skills serve you better in the shadows.” But he hesitated, which was unlike him. “Perhaps, when things settle further, when the Kingdom decides what to make of Dragon Singers... perhaps I’ll return. For a longer visit.”

“Kyraleth says the older dragons are still debating whether to trust us,” Callen said. “He carries memories of the purges in his lineage—what humans did when the corruption spread. The ones who survived remember. They’re not ready to come in from the wild.”

“Trust takes time. Something you have now, thanks to what you accomplished in the north.” Wren adjusted his coat, preparing to leave. “The corruption contained. Baron imprisoned. The Academy recognized. These are victories, Callen. Enjoy them, at least for tonight.”

“And tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow, the work continues. It always does.” Wren smiled—a genuine expression, rare for him. “But that’s what makes it worthwhile, isn’t it? The work that never ends, because it matters too much to ever be finished.”

He was gone before Callen could respond, slipping away with the particular talent of someone who had spent a lifetime learning not to be noticed. But his words remained.

The board is larger than it looks.

Callen filed the warning away and returned to the settlement, where Nora was waiting to show him the training hall’s new windows—and, more importantly, to introduce him to the dragon she’d been bonding with since before the egg had even hatched.


Chapter Thirty-One


WHAT REMAINS



The morning after his return, Callen woke to the sound of hammers ringing from the forge and the smell of Baker Thessa’s bread drifting through the open window. For a disorienting moment, he didn’t know where he was—months of ice and ancient stone and capital politics had trained his body to expect cold and tension. Then the warmth registered, and the green scent of growing things, and Old Matthis’s persistent cough echoing across the valley, and he remembered. Home.

He’d spent the previous evening being pulled through the settlement by Nora, who had shown him the training hall windows, introduced him to three new bonded pairs, and talked without pause until Amara had gently steered her toward bed. The last thing Nora had told him, eyes bright with barely contained excitement: Solara’s egg had cracked further overnight. “She says tomorrow,” Nora had whispered. “She says she’s ready.”

Now Callen dressed and stepped into a settlement that had continued growing without him, as Wren had warned him it would.

Callen spent his first full day home simply walking, letting his eyes and drift sense catalog the differences that weeks of absence had wrought. The mountain air tasted different here than it had in the north—warmer, carrying the green scent of growing things, the particular mineral tang of the hot springs that bubbled up in the valley’s eastern reaches. After so long breathing ice and ancient stone, the simple smell of grass and wildflowers felt almost overwhelming.

The new training hall dominated the eastern field—a structure of stone and timber that dwarfed the original practice grounds, its roof peaked to allow dragons to land on platforms built into the upper structure. The architecture was something new, neither purely human nor purely draconic but a synthesis that reflected the community’s nature. Stone foundations gave way to wooden walls reinforced with drift-touched metal, and the whole structure seemed to breathe with the ambient energy that permeated the settlement.

Windows of actual glass, salvaged from abandoned estates and reforged by Gerand’s skilled hands, let light flood the interior while keeping out the mountain weather. Each pane bore subtle imperfections—air bubbles, slight waviness—that marked them as handcrafted rather than factory-produced, but those imperfections caught the light in ways that made them beautiful rather than flawed. Rainbows danced across interior walls when the sun struck at certain angles.

But it was the notice posted at the training hall’s entrance that caught his attention first. A formal document, bearing both human script and dragon glyphs:

“By agreement of the Academy Council and the Dragon Advisory Circle, all training schedules must be approved by both human and dragon representatives. Disputes regarding teaching methods shall be resolved through joint mediation.”

“That’s new,” Callen said to Lysara, who had found him studying the notice.

“New as of three weeks ago.” The Ashen Oath commander looked tired but satisfied, her scarred face showing something that might have been pride. Gray had spread further through the dark hair she wore in her tight braid since he’d last seen her, and new lines bracketed her eyes, but she stood straighter than she had in years—the posture of someone who had found purpose. “We had an incident while you were gone. Vaelindra—one of the older dragons who joined us from the eastern ranges—objected to how Torven was teaching flight coordination. Said he was treating the dragon students like beasts to be trained rather than partners to be consulted.”

“Was she right?”

“Partially. Torven meant well, but he was falling back on old habits. Commands rather than requests. Aethris tried to tell him, but he’s stubborn—you know how new bonded pairs are, still learning to listen to each other. The dragon students felt it—one of them, a young copper named Thessan, refused to participate in exercises for three days. Said he hadn’t fled human hunters just to be ordered around by different humans.” Lysara gestured at the notice. “This was the compromise. Dragons get formal input on training methods. In exchange, Vaelindra agreed to work with Torven on developing new approaches rather than simply criticizing the old ones.”

“Kyraleth didn’t mention any of this through the bond.”

“Kyraleth proposed the solution.” Lysara’s expression was complicated. “He brought it to us after Vaelindra’s complaint. Said if we wanted dragons to trust the Academy, dragons needed to help govern the Academy. Not just advise. Actually participate in decisions.”

Callen remembered the tensions he’d sensed before leaving for the north—the older dragons’ wariness, their memories of what humans had done during the purges. This wasn’t full trust. But it was a step.

Inside the training hall, Callen found evidence of progress that exceeded his expectations. Practice dummies bearing scorch marks and claw scratches, their wooden frames reinforced with metal plates that showed the distinctive patterns of drift-forged steel. Chalk diagrams on slate boards showing drift circulation patterns—the same patterns he had once struggled to teach, now rendered with the confident precision of instructors who had internalized the knowledge. A corner dedicated to meditation, cushions arranged in circles around a central brazier that burned with blue-tinged flame, the air carrying the faint scent of incense used to focus the mind.

The floor was worn smooth in certain places—paths marking where students had walked hundreds of times during their practice, physical evidence of dedication accumulating over months. Someone had painted symbols along the walls at irregular intervals: dragon script mixed with human pictographs, the beginnings of a new written language that could bridge both cultures.

“We’ve been busy,” Lysara said, finding him in the main hall. “Three new bonded pairs since you left. Two from the Grove eggs, one wild dragon who simply appeared one morning and chose Torven’s apprentice. Just landed in the courtyard, walked up to the boy, and that was that. No ceremony, no ritual—they’d already decided, somehow. The formal binding was almost an afterthought.”

“The Grove eggs hatched?”

“Two of them. The third is still waiting—Seera says it’s particular, holding out for exactly the right partner.” Lysara’s expression softened, the warrior’s mask slipping to reveal something gentler beneath. “The waiting is driving some of the younger students mad. They hover around the egg chamber hoping to be noticed. But Seera keeps telling them that dragon bonds can’t be forced, only recognized.”

“She’s right.”

“I know. Doesn’t stop them from hoping.”

“And the Council tensions? Beyond Vaelindra’s complaint?”

“Ongoing.” Lysara’s voice dropped. “Some of the older dragons still don’t trust us. Vaelindra’s faction—there’s maybe four or five of them—they watch everything we do. Report back to the wild dragons in the eastern ranges. We’re on probation, essentially. One serious mistake, and they’ll withdraw their support.”

“What would count as a serious mistake?”

“Anything that reminds them of the old Dragon Singers. Forced bonds. Treating dragons as tools. Even well-meaning humans giving orders instead of requests.” She met his eyes. “The notice helps. But it’s not enough. They want representation on the Academy Council itself. Not just an advisory role—actual voting power.”

“That’s a significant change.”

“It’s a necessary one, according to Kyraleth. He says the Academy can’t claim to build genuine partnerships while humans make all the decisions.” Lysara shrugged. “He’s not wrong. But some of our human members are resistant. Councillor Dorvan—the merchant who funded our expansion—has been vocal about ‘maintaining human leadership.’ He says his investment was in a human institution, not a joint venture.”

“And if he withdraws his support?”

“We lose the new dormitory construction. The library expansion. Half the supplies we’d planned to purchase before winter.” Lysara’s expression was troubled. “Vaelindra’s faction knows this. They’re watching to see whether we choose principle or pragmatism.”

The politics of partnership, Callen thought. Even here, even after everything.

“Show me everything else that’s changed,” he said. “I need to understand what we’re working with.”

Lysara led him through the settlement, pointing out changes large and small with the enthusiasm of someone who had helped build every one.

The forge had been expanded, Gerand working alongside a young woman named Helka with burn scars mapping her arms—his apprentice, now skilled enough to manage the second anvil while three junior apprentices met the growing demand for drift-touched metalwork. The clang of hammers on steel provided a constant rhythm, punctuated by the hiss of quenched metal and the roar of flames that burned hotter than natural fire should. The smell of hot iron and coal smoke carried across the entire settlement, a scent that Callen had come to associate with home.

Helka’s father had died in the purges, Callen remembered. She’d come to the Academy looking for a place where her gifts wouldn’t mark her for death. Now she worked the forge that supplied an entire community.

“Helka’s been consulting with Kyraleth,” Lysara said. “Traditional human forging techniques combined with dragon fire-shaping. The results are... interesting.”

Inside the forge, he saw projects in various stages of completion. Hinges designed to accommodate dragon claws as well as human fingers. Chains that could be adjusted in length through drift manipulation. A set of armor pieces scaled for a creature far larger than any human—dragon barding, he realized with a start. The first such equipment crafted in three centuries.

“Kyraleth complained about flying in winter without protection,” Lysara explained, noting his interest. “Helka took it as a challenge.”

“Does it work?”

“We won’t know until next winter. But the prototypes are promising.”

The training yard beside the forge had been expanded as well. Callen paused at the fence, watching a familiar figure work with a group of younger students. Korvain moved among them with easy authority, demonstrating a fire-channeling technique that had the students’ full attention. His own flames danced across his hands—controlled, precise, nothing like the guttering exhaustion Callen had witnessed in the north.

“He started teaching the week after you left for the capital,” Lysara said. “The fire-gifted students needed someone who understood their nature. Someone who knew what it felt like to have flames inside you that wanted to escape.” She smiled slightly. “Minatha says it’s been good for him. Gives him something to build instead of just surviving.”

“He told me about his brother,” Lysara added quietly. “What the corruption did—using that voice against him. He’s been teaching the fire-gifted students how to recognize when something’s trying to manipulate their emotions. Says it’s the most important lesson he can offer.”

As if summoned by her name, Minatha appeared at the training yard’s far end, speaking quietly with one of the students. Her drift-sight had clearly recovered from the corruption’s interference—Callen could see the particular focus in her gaze that came with reading echoes, the way she tilted her head as if listening to sounds no one else could hear. She said something to the student, who nodded and adjusted their stance, and Korvain’s approving glance told Callen that whatever she’d sensed had been useful.

The two Pyrin warriors moved in easy synchronization, partners in teaching as they’d been partners in survival. The journey north had forged something between them that went beyond the bond they’d already shared—a shorthand built on crisis, on holding each other through the corruption’s assault, on the simple fact that they’d survived together.

The gardens had tripled in size, tended by former refugees who had discovered talents for coaxing growth from mountain soil. The original plots had expanded into terraced fields climbing the valley’s lower slopes, each level carefully designed to maximize sun exposure and water drainage. Vegetables and grains grew in neat rows—recognizable crops, but interspersed with plants Callen didn’t identify.

One of the gardeners—a woman named Thessa whose village had been burned by Baron’s agents—looked up as they passed and offered a careful wave. She’d lost three children to the Institute’s recruiters. Now she grew food for children the Institute would never touch.

“Dragon-friendly cultivation,” Lysara said when he asked about the unfamiliar plants. “Some of the older dragons remembered plants that humans had stopped growing after the separation—things that provide nutrients dragons need but can’t easily get from meat alone. We found seeds in the Grove’s deeper chambers, preserved for exactly this purpose.”

A school had been established for the children—not just combat training but reading, writing, the history that had been suppressed for three centuries. The building was modest, a single large room with windows facing south to catch the best light, but inside Callen found evidence of serious education. Books lined one wall, many of them hand-copied from originals too rare to risk. Maps showed the Kingdom and beyond, annotated with notes in childish handwriting. A timeline stretched across another wall, marked with dates and events that official histories had omitted.

“Shendra teaches the young ones,” Lysara said. “History, culture, the old ways that the Pyrin preserved through generations of secrecy. And Finch’s assistants handle the more practical subjects—letters, numbers, basic drift theory.”

“What do the children think of it all?”

“They’re children. They complain about lessons and rush through homework so they can go watch the dragons.” Lysara’s smile held genuine affection. “But they’re learning. Growing up without the fear their parents carried. To them, dragons aren’t forbidden or dangerous—they’re just... neighbors. Impressive neighbors who can fly, but neighbors nonetheless.”

“What do the dragon observers think of the school?”

“Vaelindra actually approves of it. She says humans need to understand what they did wrong before they can avoid repeating it.” Lysara’s smile was thin. “She’s... direct. But she’s not wrong.”

The settlement had grown in ways both visible and subtle since Callen’s departure, but it was still a human community first—one learning, slowly and imperfectly, to make room for dragons.

Kyraleth perched on his limestone outcrop above the Academy, as he always did, his blue-black scales catching the afternoon light. Below him, the three newly hatched dragonets occupied lower ledges—the amber, deep green, and pale silver shapes Callen had spotted from the road the day before. They were young enough to be fascinated by everything: a dragonet with green scales kept craning its neck to watch children playing in the courtyard below, while the silver one had fallen asleep with its tail curled around a sun-warmed boulder.

On a separate ridge, apart from the bonded dragons, Vaelindra watched. She was larger than Kyraleth—older, her bronze scales dulled by age but still formidable. Two other wild dragons flanked her at a distance: sentinels who had come not to join but to judge. They kept their own counsel, spoke to no humans directly, and communicated through Kyraleth or through Vaelindra when they chose to communicate at all.

The settlement’s dragon presence was growing, but it was fragile—a handful of bonds and a handful of watchers, not yet the thriving partnership Callen hoped to build. The humans still outnumbered dragons by more than a hundred to one, and the wild dragons’ willingness to remain even this close was itself a kind of miracle.

“How many now?” Callen asked as they paused on a terrace overlooking the central courtyard.

“Bonded dragons? Six, counting Kyraleth, Xyrsanthe, and Aethris along with the three new hatchlings. Wild visitors? Vaelindra’s group—three, sometimes four when a scout rotates through. Humans with active drift sensitivity? Thirty-seven. Bonded pairs?” Lysara smiled. “Six. Seven, once Nora makes it official.”

“Nora?”

“She hasn’t formally bonded. But you saw—Solara’s egg is cracking. Seera says the dragonet has been communicating with Nora for weeks, just waiting for the shell to thin enough to break through. They haven’t spoken the words, haven’t performed the ritual, but everyone can see it. They’re just waiting for the right moment.”

Callen felt his heart clench with emotions he couldn’t quite name. His daughter, bonding with a dragon. Becoming what he had become, walking a path that would separate her forever from ordinary human experience. He had known this day would come—had seen the signs since her abilities first manifested, since the dragon in the north had called to her across impossible distances—but knowing and experiencing were different things.

Part of him wanted to stop it. To keep her safe, keep her human, keep her his little girl forever. But he knew better than anyone that such protection would be its own kind of harm. She had been born for this. The only question was whether she would embrace it with guidance or stumble into it alone.

“Where is she?”

“The eastern cliffs. She goes there every morning to watch the sunrise with the egg.”
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He found Nora sitting on a ledge overlooking the valley, her legs dangling over a drop that would have terrified most adults. The morning sun painted everything in shades of gold and rose, light catching on mist that rose from the valley floor, creating an ethereal landscape that seemed to belong to another world entirely. The air was cool but not cold, carrying the scent of dew-wet grass and the particular mineral tang of mountain stone warmed by sunrise.

Beside her, cradled in a nest of blankets she’d arranged with obvious care, was an egg.

It was smaller than Callen had expected—perhaps the size of a large melon—but its surface was extraordinary. Amber and gold swirled through the shell in patterns that shifted as he watched, and a web of fine cracks spread across one side, light pulsing faintly through the fractures like a heartbeat. The egg was warm; he could feel its heat from three paces away, a gentle radiance that had nothing to do with the morning sun.

As he watched, a new crack appeared with a sound like breaking ice, and Nora’s hand went to the shell—not touching, but hovering, her fingers trembling with restrained excitement.

“Papa.” She turned to face him, eyes shining. “She’s coming. She’s really coming.”

Before he could respond, Nora’s voice entered his mind—clear and strong, carrying none of the fragmentary quality it had held before his journey north.

She’s almost through. Can you feel her?

The communication was precise, controlled, effortlessly bridging the distance between them. In the months of his absence, something had crystallized in her abilities. Callen touched the braided anchor cord at his chest and felt the connection at full strength—not the flickering, fragmentary thread it had been when he’d left, the child who could barely send broken words across a courtyard, but a solid bridge built of months of practice and crisis and trust. The anchor hummed with steady warmth between them, and the girl who had once needed proximity to make herself heard now projected with a clarity that could span hundreds of miles. Growth earned through the hardest months of both their lives.

But he also felt the effort beneath the ease—the careful focus she maintained, the anchor connection humming between them as she drew on it to steady her reach. Her range had grown, but her control required attention. She wasn’t effortless yet. She was disciplined.

Then the egg split.

It didn’t shatter—it opened, like a flower greeting the sun, shell fragments peeling back to reveal a creature that took Callen’s breath away. Solara was small—no larger than a house cat—but her scales blazed with golden amber that caught the morning light and threw tiny rainbows in every direction, iridescent at the edges in a way that made her seem lit from within. She blinked once, twice, her eyes finding the sun and drinking it in with obvious wonder.

Then she turned to Nora, and the look that passed between them was so complete, so certain, that Callen felt his eyes sting.

Solara climbed into Nora’s lap with the confidence of a creature who had known exactly where she belonged long before she’d broken free of her shell. Nora’s arms came around her, gentle and sure, and the dragonet settled against her chest with a sound like a contented sigh.

“Hello,” Nora whispered. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

A long moment passed. Then Solara’s voice entered Callen’s mind—lighter than Kyraleth’s, more musical, carrying harmonics that suggested youth and possibility, but threaded with a dry warmth that surprised him.

She talks too much in her sleep. I had to learn to filter it or I’d never rest.

Nora laughed—a bright, startled sound—and Callen realized the dragonet had been listening, learning, forming opinions from inside the egg for weeks. Solara regarded him with golden eyes that held intelligence far beyond her minutes of life, the ancient wisdom of dragonkind looking through young features.

You are her father. She thinks very highly of you. I reserve judgment until I have more data.

The words landed lightly, but through the drift Callen felt the weight behind them—and the vertigo that came with it. This was not a newborn mind making its first tentative contact with the world. Solara’s consciousness was layered, dense, already shaped by weeks of listening through the shell. He sensed it in the texture of her presence: Nora’s love, absorbed and catalogued. The corruption crisis, felt as distant thunder through the anchor’s vibration. Kira’s pain, tasted as a wrong note in the drift. His own voice, carried through months of bond-communication with his daughter, examined and weighed by a mind that had been forming judgments long before it had eyes to see. Her “I reserve judgment” was not a joke. It was the precise assessment of a being who had spent her entire pre-natal consciousness gathering data on the people her partner loved, and who intended to reach her own conclusions in her own time. Something very young and very old looked at him through those golden eyes, and Callen understood that this dragonet had been part of their story for longer than any of them had realized.

“And I you,” Callen managed, torn between laughter and tears. “She chose you.”

“We chose each other.” Nora’s hand rested on Solara’s scales, the contact casual and comfortable—the easy intimacy of beings who had already shared more than words could express. “She’s been talking to me for weeks through the shell. We already know each other. We were just waiting for this part.”

The echo of his own bonding resonated through the words. He remembered the moment Kyraleth had first entered his mind—the shock of connection, the recognition of something that had always been missing, the certainty that transcended logic or reason.

“Have you bonded formally?”

“Not yet. We’re waiting.” Nora turned to face him, and in her eyes he saw a maturity that hadn’t been there when he’d left. The child he’d left behind had begun to transform into someone else—still his daughter, still Nora, but also something more. “I wanted you to be here. And I wanted to be sure—really sure—that it was the right choice. You taught me that bonds shouldn’t be entered into lightly. And Vaelindra says formal bonds should be witnessed by both human and dragon representatives. It’s part of the new protocols. She wants to make sure bonds are truly equal from the start.”

“What do you think of that?”

“I think she’s right.” Nora’s certainty surprised him. “The old Dragon Singers—they treated bonds like ownership. Vaelindra remembers. She was alive back then, before the corruption. She saw what happened when partnerships became chains.” A pause. “I don’t want my bond with Solara to ever feel like that. If having witnesses helps prevent it, then I want witnesses.”

I would rather begin our partnership with scrutiny than suspicion, Solara added. The old one is harsh, but her caution comes from experience.

Pride swelled in Callen’s chest, mixing with the anxiety that never quite faded when he thought about his daughter’s future. She had listened. She had learned. She was making the choice with her eyes open, understanding what it meant—both its gifts and its costs.

“Do you want to bond with her?”

“More than anything.” Nora’s voice was quiet but certain, the conviction of someone who had examined their heart thoroughly and found no doubt. “When we’re together, everything makes sense. The drift, my abilities, the fire inside me—she helps me understand it all. And I help her understand humans. We’re better together than apart.”

I would be honored to partner with her, Solara’s voice entered Callen’s mind again—young, curious, but carrying the particular resonance of dragon consciousness, the depth that came from generations of accumulated wisdom passed through blood and bond. If you permit. She tells me human fathers have opinions about such things.

The dragon was asking his permission. Respecting human customs despite her own nature, acknowledging the relationship between father and child even as she offered to become part of that relationship herself. Another sign of what the Academy was building—partnership that honored both participants, that incorporated the traditions of both species into something new.

“The choice isn’t mine to make,” Callen said carefully. “It’s yours—both of yours. But if you’re asking for my blessing...” He reached out slowly, giving Solara time to reject the contact if she chose, and touched her scales. They were warm beneath his fingers, warmer than the morning air should have made them, and he felt the drift energy coiled within—fire waiting to be born, power that would only grow as she matured. “You have it. Take care of each other.”

“We will.” Nora’s smile blazed brighter than the rising sun. “We already do.”

The formal bonding took place that afternoon, on the eastern terrace where both human and dragon communities could gather. Vaelindra descended from her ridge to witness—the first time the ancient bronze had come so close to the settlement’s heart. She settled on the stone with the deliberate care of a being who remembered when such ceremonies had been commonplace, and when they had become instruments of subjugation, and when they had ceased entirely. Kyraleth translated her assessment as Nora spoke the words and Solara pressed her forehead to the child’s palm: She says this bond is freely entered. She says neither partner diminishes the other. She says she has waited— a pause, and Callen heard something crack in Kyraleth’s mental voice, an emotion the dragon rarely permitted himself—she has waited centuries to see a bond formed this way. Without compulsion. Without ownership. Witnessed by equals. Another pause. She finds it acceptable. The word was deliberate, understated, the old dragon’s refusal to indulge in sentiment. From Vaelindra—who had watched the Dragon Singer civilization rise and corrupt itself, who had survived the purges, who had spent three hundred years refusing to trust—it was the highest praise she would ever give.

She sent him one more thing through the anchor before he left—a pulse of love so clear and strong that it needed no translation. The uncertain child who had first reached for him across the drift was gone. In her place stood someone who had learned to carry her own weight, to trust her own strength, to build connections that would sustain her through whatever came.

He had worried, during those weeks in the north, that she would need him less as she grew stronger. Now he understood: she didn’t need him less. She needed him differently. And that was exactly as it should be.
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He found it at dusk, leaning against the Academy’s outer gates as though someone had placed it there in passing—a stone tablet the size of a man’s hand, rough-hewn, freshly carved. He recognized the craftsmanship before he recognized the symbols: the same dense, weathered style he had seen on boundary markers in the northern mountains, on the walls of Keeper sanctuaries, on the shard of ice the white-haired Keeper had pressed into his palm before they descended to face Theraxis. The symbols were carved in the old script—angular, precise, each one a compression of meaning that the Keepers had preserved for eight hundred years while the rest of the world forgot.

He didn’t need a translator. The drift-sense he’d honed in the north read the intent behind the shapes, the way one reads a face rather than a page: The vigil continues. The Singer’s daughter is watched.

Callen held the tablet. Felt its weight—heavier than stone should be, or perhaps that was the weight of what it represented. The Keepers had followed them south. Had found the Academy. Had stood at these gates, close enough to touch the walls, close enough to see the children at their lessons and the dragons on the cliffs. And they had left this. Not a threat—the Keepers did not threaten; they acted, or they waited. A promise. From an eight-hundred-year-old organization that had outlasted kingdoms and catastrophes, that had watched the corruption consume an entire civilization and survived to guard its prison, that now turned its ancient, patient attention to a nine-year-old girl with a golden dragonet in her arms. We are watching. We will continue to watch. We have not yet decided what we will do.

Callen held the tablet for a long time. The evening sounds of the settlement washed around him — Thessa's singing, children's voices, the clatter of dishes being gathered. Normal sounds. Safe sounds. The sounds of a place that didn't know it was being watched by something older than its walls.

The Singer's daughter is watched.

Not Nora. Not even "the child." The Singer's daughter. Defined by what she might become, not who she was. To the Keepers, she was a variable — a power that could unlock the prison they'd spent eight centuries guarding, a risk that might need to be eliminated if it grew beyond their ability to contain it. They hadn't decided yet. We have not yet decided what we will do. The patience in that sentence was more frightening than any threat.

He slipped the tablet into his coat beside the anchor cord, where the two objects pressed against his chest like opposing arguments. One said: She is loved. She is yours. The other said: She is watched. She is theirs, if they choose.

He said nothing to anyone. Some burdens a father carries alone. And some burdens, he was beginning to understand, a father carries until they break him or the world changes enough to set them down.
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That evening, Callen stood on the eastern wall and watched the sun set over the valley. Below him, the settlement glowed with lamplight and hearth-fire. He could hear Thessa singing in the kitchen, and somewhere a child was laughing, and from the cliffs above came the low rumble of Kyraleth settling into sleep—the sound that had become, over years of partnership, the most comforting thing Callen knew.

And there—in the courtyard, framed by the training hall’s new windows—Nora sat with Solara curled in her lap, the dragonet’s golden scales catching the last light and throwing it back in small scattered fires. His daughter was talking to her dragon, her hands moving as she spoke, and Solara’s tail flicked in what Callen had already learned to recognize as amusement. They were arguing about something. Already. He could feel it through the anchor—not conflict, but the productive friction of two strong minds learning where they fit together. The beginning of a partnership that would grow deeper than either of them could yet imagine.

The Keeper tablet pressed against his chest beside the anchor cord. Baron’s network moved in shadows he couldn’t yet map. The Kingdom’s envoys would arrive within the month, carrying expectations the Academy might not be willing to meet. Vaelindra watched from her ridge, still deciding. The corruption's remnants drifted in deep ice, held by a dragon who had finally chosen his vigil rather than endured it — who had watched a freely given bond break what eight centuries of imprisonment could not, and descended into the cold not as prisoner but as guardian, carrying what remained until even memory forgot its name. The world remained as dangerous as it had always been.

But this was real. This bond between a girl and her dragon, formed without compulsion, witnessed by equals, chosen freely in the full knowledge of what it cost and what it promised. This family—Amara’s hand finding his in the dark, Nora’s laughter carrying across the courtyard, Kyraleth’s steady presence humming through the bond like a second heartbeat. This Academy of imperfect people and cautious dragons, learning to trust each other one clumsy, honest day at a time.

Callen watched his daughter with her dragon, and chose to believe it was enough.
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Don’t miss the next book in Drift and Dragon: The Scorched Reckoning:
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The Scorched Reckoning

They want the Nightshade back. The dragon won't let him go.

When a Pyrin envoy arrives at the Academy bearing impossible news—seven dragon eggs discovered in a sealed volcanic temple—Callen knows the fragile peace he's built is already over. Every power in the realm wants those eggs. The Kingdom sees a threat. The Keepers see an abomination. And a reformed Black Veil, led by someone who knows every technique Callen was ever taught, sees a weapon.

To protect the eggs, Callen must journey east into the heart of a rising Pyrin nation—a people claiming Nora as their symbol and the eggs as their birthright. But the Black Veil's new commander isn't after the clutch. He's after Callen. And he carries a secret about a job the Nightshade completed years ago—one that ties Callen to these eggs, to his dragon, and to a betrayal he never knew he committed.

As old loyalties fracture and new alliances ignite, Callen faces the one enemy his dragon bond can't defeat: the truth about who made him—and why.

The past doesn't stay buried. It hatches.


Author’s Note



Dear Reader,

Thank you so much for reading Call of Wings. I hope you enjoyed it. If you would be so kind as to take a moment to leave a review on Amazon or elsewhere, I would be very grateful. Review link HERE.

Want to send me a message?

danmichaelsonauthor@gmail.com.

Join my reader group! Dan Michaelson Newsletter

Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook as well!

All our best,

Dan Michaelson

D.K. Holmberg

For more information:

www.dkholmberg.com
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