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Chapter One


VIBRATIONS AND CHANGE


Metal sang beneath Callen’s hammer, a familiar melody only he could hear. Each strike sent vibrations through the forge, rippling outward like stones dropped in still water. Most blacksmiths relied on their eyes to judge a blade’s balance. Callen Nasinth, once the assassin known as Nightshade, used something more.

He closed his eyes, letting the drift ability expand through his fingertips into the glowing metal, what he’d called forgecall when he was young. There—a subtle disharmony near the tang. Three precise taps corrected the imperfection, bringing the blade’s inner structure into perfect alignment.

“Talking to the steel again?”

Callen didn’t look up. He’d sensed Amara’s approach long before she spoke—the distinctive cadence of her footsteps, the slight displacement of air as she paused in the doorway. “Steel has more interesting things to say than most people.”

Amara stepped into the forge, her basket heavy with fresh herbs. Despite three years in a remote village, she still moved with the unconscious grace of nobility—back straight, chin slightly raised. Only those who knew her before would notice how she’d adapted: calloused hands, simpler clothing, the watchful eyes of someone accustomed to looking over her shoulder.

“The Ashbell sisters say you promised their father’s plow would be ready by sundown.” She set her basket on the workbench, careful to avoid the scattered tools. “They also mentioned that Talia Wordan’s daughter has been asking about your apprenticeship position again.”

Callen grunted, plunging the blade into a water barrel. Steam hissed upward, momentarily obscuring his face. “The plow will be ready. And the Woodward girl should find a different trade. Her drift is wrong for metalwork.”

“You mean she has none,” Amara said, sorting through her herbs. “Most people don’t, Callen.”

He set the cooling blade aside. “Most people aren’t paying attention.”

Sunlight filtered through the smoke hole above, catching in Amara’s auburn hair. She’d braided it simply today, though no amount of rural living could completely disguise its complexity. Callen caught himself watching the way the light played across her profile and quickly looked away.

Three years of this elaborate performance—husband and wife, stepfather and child—and still the boundaries remained carefully drawn. Necessary partners in survival, nothing more. At least, that was what he told himself on the days when the pretense felt too comfortable.

“Nora didn’t come with you?” he asked, reaching for a cloth to wipe his hands.

“She’s with Sen and the other children, gathering kindling.” Amara’s voice dropped. “I told her to stay within sight of the village.”

The unspoken worry hung between them. Another disappearance reported in Ondollow, just two days’ ride away. A child with special talents, according to the rumors. The kind of rumors that made Callen’s hand instinctively move toward the hidden knife in his boot.

“I need to finish this order,” Callen said, gesturing to the half-completed blades lined on his rack. “But I can check on her after.”

Amara nodded, though her fingers absently twisted the simple band of iron she wore—a false wedding ring he’d forged when they’d created their cover story. He’d noticed she only fidgeted with it when concerned.

“The merchant caravan should arrive today,” she said, changing the subject. “We need salt, and thread if they have it. Nora’s outgrown nearly everything again. It would be easier if I could…”

He looked up, knowing what she left unsaid. If she could just pay for everything with coin they had, but that would open questions.

Instead, he took a different approach.

“She’s growing like a weed,” he muttered, though a faint smile tugged at his lips. The child wasn’t his—would never be his by blood—yet there was a pride in watching her grow stronger each day. A pride he had no right to claim.

Amara gathered her basket. “I should start the evening salves. Widow Hawthorne’s joints are troubling her again.” She paused at the doorway. “Callen... have you felt anything unusual recently? Anything in the drift?”

His hand stilled on the hammer. For all her practiced casualness, Amara knew better than to ask such questions without reason.

“Nothing specific. Why?”

“Just a feeling.” She looked toward the distant mountains. “Perhaps the changing season.”

Callen watched her leave, her steps quick and deliberate now that she thought herself unobserved. Once, she had been Lady Amara Selwyn, a noble daughter with healing gifts and political connections. Now she was simply Amara the healer, wife to the village blacksmith. The villagers respected her skills but knew nothing of the evidence she kept hidden beneath the floorboards of their modest home—documents that implicated her own father in assassination and conspiracy.

He'd managed to keep them safe, despite how things had started. They’d gotten away from the attempt on their life, living simply and quietly. For now. Callen knew it might not last, as did Amara, but they had prepared for whatever they could.

And Callen had been able to forget what they’d once made him do.

No longer Nightshade, now he was… he didn’t know. Something else.

I’m not that man.

The things he’d seen—and done—had scarred him. This was his penance. His way of making whatever amends he could. Save a mother and her child in the only way he knew how.

Callen set down his tools and closed his eyes. He let the drift sense expand beyond the forge, beyond the ordinary vibrations of the village—cart wheels on dirt roads, chopping wood, the distant laughter of children. He reached farther, sensing for discordant patterns, anything that didn’t belong.

There—at the edge of his perception. An unusual rhythm approaching from the east road. Too organized for farmers, too heavy for ordinary travelers. The caravan, perhaps, but something about it resonated wrongly. Something that tugged at memories he’d tried to bury with his old life.

He had to be careful, though. Using the drift like that these days was unpredictable. And it had been for the last few years.

More so lately.

Callen didn’t know why, though maybe it didn’t matter. What mattered was what he could do to keep Amara and Nora safe. That was the mission now.
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The plow took longer than expected. One of the Ashbell sisters—the younger one with the constant chatter—had waited by the forge, peppering him with village gossip while he worked. Callen answered in grunts and single words, but that never deterred the girl. In the Black Veil, he’d been trained to extract information. In Emberdale, he found that staying silent often yielded the same results.

“…and Tavi’s father says the Lord Regent has a real dragon in the capital,” she was saying as Callen hammered the last reinforcement into place. “That’s why they need all the metal from the eastern mines. They’re building special chains to contain it.”

Callen’s hammer paused mid-strike. “Dragons are extinct.” He kept his voice neutral, betraying none of the sudden tension in his shoulders.

“That’s what they want common folk to think,” the girl insisted. “But Tavi’s father worked for a noble house in the capital. He says the Lord Regent has been collecting dragon artifacts for years.”

It wasn’t the first such rumor Callen had heard. The claims grew more elaborate with each telling—dragons in royal dungeons, dragon eggs in noble vaults, dragon blood in mysterious elixirs. Most were nonsense, but beneath the embellishments often lay uncomfortable kernels of truth. He’d stolen a few “rare artifacts” on assignment and knew their obsession with such relics was very real. And any comment about dragon eggs made him tense, especially given the job he’d done years ago.

A distant bell interrupted his thoughts—three sharp rings followed by a pause, then three more. The village signal for approaching travelers.

“The merchants!” The Ashbell girl nearly knocked over a stack of horseshoes in her excitement. “Thank you for the plow, Master Nasinth!” She was gone before he could respond, leaving the forge door swinging.

Callen finished the plow quickly, setting it aside for collection. He washed his hands and face in the barrel, then donned his leather vest. An ordinary blacksmith’s garment to most eyes, but he’d modified it with hidden pockets containing small weapons and tools—habits from his former life that he couldn’t abandon.

By the time he reached the village square, a crowd had already gathered. The caravan was visible on the east road—two wagons painted in bright colors, drawn by sturdy mountain horses. Flags fluttered from the lead wagon, bearing the eight-pointed star of the Merchant’s Guild.

Callen scanned the crowd for Nora first—a habit born of protective instinct—and spotted her small form among the other children near the well. Relief mingled with irritation; she should have returned home as instructed. He found Amara next, speaking with Elder Tomald near the village center.

He kept to the edges of the gathering, observing the caravan’s approach with practiced detachment. Two wagons, six visible guards, drivers included. As the lead wagon neared the village boundary, Callen narrowed his focus on a tall figure riding beside the driver—a thin man with a shock of white hair despite a relatively young face. Something about his bearing triggered Callen’s instincts. The man held himself too alertly, his casual posture containing the same disciplined awareness Callen recognized from his Black Veil training.

He circled the crowd, angling for a better view while keeping himself inconspicuous. The white-haired man’s eyes swept the gathering, cataloging faces.

A merchant assessing potential customers, or something else?

Callen altered his path to intercept Nora, who had edged forward with the other children for a better view. He placed a hand on her shoulder, keeping his voice casual. “Shouldn’t you be helping your mother with the salves?”

Nora looked up, surprise quickly replaced by understanding as she recognized the tension beneath his calm facade. “Yes, Papa. But Sen wanted to see the merchants, and⁠—”

“We can see them later,” he said, gently guiding her back toward the edge of the crowd. “I need your help organizing the new tools that arrived yesterday.”

The caravan leader raised a hand in greeting as the wagons rolled into the square. “Hail, good people of Emberdale. Tarek’s Wonders and Rarities brings you treasures from across the realm!”

The crowd’s excited murmurs provided cover as Callen steered Nora away. He kept his senses alert, monitoring the caravan without looking back. Through the drift ability, he could feel subtle vibrations—the creak of wagon wheels, footsteps on packed earth, the shifting of hidden objects beneath false bottoms in the wagons.

“Papa,” Nora said softly, “why are we leaving? I wanted to see what they brought.”

“Your mother will get what we need,” he replied, his tone allowing no argument.

Something made him glance back—a sudden discordance in the pattern of the drift. The white-haired merchant had dismounted and was speaking animatedly to the villagers, gesturing toward his wares. Then, mid-sentence, the man’s movements faltered. His eyes, bright even at this distance, scanned the dispersing crowd until they locked onto Nora.

Recognition. That was the emotion Callen read in the man’s expression. Not the idle curiosity of a merchant spotting a potential customer, but the sharp focus of someone who has found exactly what they were searching for.

“They have toys from the capital,” Nora said, her voice tinged with longing. “Sen says they have wooden animals that move on their own.”

Callen softened slightly. “We’ll see what they have later, when the crowd thins.”

It was a lie, but a small one. He had no intention of letting Nora anywhere near the white-haired merchant. Still, her disappointment tugged at something he’d thought long buried during his Black Veil training.

“Come,” he said. “Help me in the forge for an hour, and perhaps we can visit the merchant stalls this afternoon.”

Her expression brightened immediately. “Can I use the small hammer? The one you made for me?”

“If you’re careful.” He steered her toward the forge, away from the gathering. “And wear the leather gloves. Your mother will have my hide if you burn yourself again.”

“That was only once,” Nora protested. “And it wasn’t from the forge.”

They both knew what had caused the burn—a momentary flare of her Pyrin abilities during a nightmare. The incident had terrified her as much as it had concerned them. For weeks afterward, she’d refused to sleep without a basin of water beside her bed.

The image of Nora’s burn flashed in Callen’s mind—a perfect sunburst pattern on her small palm that had taken weeks to fade. It served as a constant reminder of what they were hiding from, of why they maintained this elaborate charade.

“Still,” Callen said, guiding her around the back path to avoid the village square, “best to be careful today.”

As they reached the forge, Callen felt it again—that discordant drift at the edge of his awareness. He paused at the doorway, extending his senses toward the village center. The white-haired merchant’s vibrations had changed, becoming more focused, more directed. Like a hunter who had caught a trail.

“Papa?” Nora looked up at him, her expression shifting from excitement to concern. She was too perceptive for her age, too attuned to the moods of those around her. Another dangerous gift in a world that hunted such talents.

“It’s nothing,” he assured her, ushering her inside. “Let’s find that hammer.”

But even as he closed the door behind them, Callen’s mind was calculating escape routes, weapon placements, defensive positions. Old habits from a life he’d tried to leave behind. He moved to the workbench and shifted aside a stack of metalwork, revealing a small wooden box. Inside lay the child-sized hammer he’d crafted for Nora’s last nameday, its handle inlaid with a simple pattern of stars.

As he handed it to her, his fingers brushed against the cold iron band on his own hand—the matching piece to Amara’s false wedding ring. For three years, it had been a symbol of their deception. Now, as he twisted it thoughtfully, it felt like something else—a promise to protect what they had built, however fragile it might be.

“Let me show you how to test the metal’s song,” he said, selecting a small piece of scrap iron.

Through the open window, he could hear the distant sounds of commerce beginning in the square—haggling voices, clattering wares, the excited shouts of children. But beneath it all, like a whisper against his skin, he sensed something approaching. Something deliberate.

Callen positioned himself so he could watch both Nora and the forge door while appearing to focus solely on the lesson. His free hand drifted to the small of his back where a throwing knife remained hidden beneath his vest.

“Listen with more than your ears,” he instructed Nora, though his own senses were stretching beyond the forge walls, tracking footsteps that moved with too much purpose among the chaotic patterns of the village crowd.

The merchant’s arrival had come when rumors of increased activity along the border had begun to spread. Nothing they should fear in Emberdale, though given what they ran from, there was always a reason to fear. Worse, in Callen’s experience, there were no coincidences. Only traps waiting to be sprung.

Three careful taps came at the forge door, breaking the moment. Not the familiar rhythm of Amara’s knock, nor the impatient pounding of a villager with an urgent repair. These were measured, intentional—the knocks of someone who didn’t want to startle those within.

“Stay behind me,” Callen said quietly, all pretense of the lesson abandoned. “And remember what we practiced if I say the word. We won’t answer, and he’ll go away.”

He moved toward the door, positioning himself to shield Nora from whoever waited on the other side. His drift ability stretched outward, trying to identify the visitor by the subtle vibrations they created, but something interfered—a strange dampening effect he’d encountered only once before, years ago, in the presence of someone trained to counter abilities like his.

His hand closed around the door latch, every muscle coiled and ready. Whatever threat waited outside, they would find that the man who had once been Black Veil hadn’t forgotten everything from his former life.

Another sharp knock.

Behind him, Callen heard Nora’s small intake of breath. In the shadows of the forge, her hands began to glow with the faintest hint of golden light—a warning sign of Pyrin power responding to her fear.

The game of pretend was ending. Callen could feel it unraveling like a poorly forged chain under pressure. The only question now was whether they would escape before it broke completely.

There was no other knock.

His drift senses told him when the merchant—and that was who he was certain it had been—departed. Callen relaxed, but feared it was only a momentary reprieve.

He would keep—and protect—Nora from this merchant and whatever danger he brought to the village.

That was his mission now.


Chapter Two


COMFORTABLE ROUTINES


The following morning dawned crisp and clear. Callen had risen before first light as usual, stoking the forge fire to prepare for the day’s work. Through the drift ability, he sensed Nora stirring in her small room while Amara remained asleep.

He moved quietly through their modest home, preparing a simple breakfast of oat porridge sweetened with the last of their summer honey. Some of Amara’s supplies had been left out, which was not what he would have expected. Wouldn’t she need them in her healing outpost? Then again, there were times when Callen felt like Amara was doing things he wasn’t fully aware of.

We both have secrets.

That was the hard thing. After the years they’d spent together, it was still an act. A role play, despite how it sometimes seemed. Now as he worked, his senses remained alert to the village awakening around them—the distant crowing of roosters, the creak of the mill wheel starting its daily rotation, the soft murmur of early risers beginning their chores.

Nora appeared in the doorway, her dark hair tousled from sleep but her eyes bright with anticipation. “Is today still my forge day, Papa?”

Callen nodded, allowing the hint of a smile to touch his lips. Their routine had developed naturally over the past year—one day each week, Nora would accompany him to the forge rather than joining the other village children for lessons. Amara had initially protested, concerned about keeping the child close to fire when her Pyrin heritage made her naturally drawn to flames. But Callen had insisted it provided the perfect opportunity to teach control.

“Eat first,” he said, placing a bowl before her. “Then we begin.”

Keeping her in sight was the easiest way to keep her safe.

Nora climbed onto her chair, legs swinging as she attacked her breakfast with characteristic enthusiasm. “Will we finish Sen’s father’s knife today? He said his birthday is tomorrow.”

“If you demonstrate proper patience with the grinding stone,” Callen replied, his tone serious but not unkind. Teaching discipline came naturally; showing warmth remained a conscious effort, even after three years.

“I won’t rush,” Nora promised. “Rushing makes mistakes, and mistakes with hot metal are dangerous.”

Callen felt a flicker of pride at her recitation of his oft-repeated lesson. For all her childish energy, Nora absorbed instruction with remarkable focus—far beyond what he’d expect from a child of eight. Whether that came from her Pyrin heritage or simply her nature, it made teaching her both rewarding and occasionally unsettling.

“Your mother is still sleeping,” he said as they finished breakfast, Nora tracing a pattern on the table with her finger. That of a spiraling sun, a marker of her Pyrin heritage. “Leave her a note if you want.”

Nora nodded eagerly, reaching for the slate they kept for messages. She carefully chalked her looping letters, a skill Amara had insisted upon despite Callen’s initial dismissal of its importance for their cover. In the three years since, he’d come to appreciate how easily the village accepted them partly because of such details—a blacksmith who ensured his daughter received proper education seemed less like a man with secrets to hide.

While Nora wrote her note, Callen gathered the day’s necessities—food for midday, the ledger tracking orders, and several small tools that needed maintenance. His fingers brushed against the hidden compartment where he kept his specialized weapons, but he left them untouched. Today would be a normal day. The disruption of the merchant’s arrival need not change their routine just yet.

When Nora finished her message, they slipped out the door into the cool morning air. The village was coming fully awake now, with smoke rising from chimneys and the smell of bread baking at Widow Hanson’s cottage. Several early risers nodded greetings as they passed, which Callen acknowledged with the minimal courtesy expected of the taciturn blacksmith.

“Good morning, Nora!” called Sen, who was helping his father load their cart with firewood. The copper-haired boy waved enthusiastically. “Are you working the forge today?”

“Yes!” Nora called back, waving. “I’m finishing your father’s knife.”

Sen’s eyes widened. “Really? Can I come see later?”

Before Nora could respond, Callen placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Perhaps after midday,” he said, his voice carrying just enough to reach Sen’s father. “The morning is for focused work.”

“After their lessons then, Master Nasinth. I’ll send him with some of yesterday’s catch for your trouble.”

Callen inclined his head in acceptance of the offer. The exchange of goods and services formed the backbone of village life, and maintaining such relationships was essential to their cover. Though he still found the social niceties awkward, he’d learned to navigate them adequately over time.

As they continued toward the forge, Nora slipped her small hand into his—a gesture she made only when they were relatively alone. The first time she’d done it, nearly two years ago, Callen had stiffened with surprise. Now, he accepted it as part of their morning ritual, though he still marveled at how naturally such affection came to her.

“Papa,” she said, her voice dropping to the quiet tone they used for sensitive conversations, “do you think the merchant knew who we are?”

The question revealed what had likely kept her awake—worry that their carefully constructed life might unravel. Callen considered his response carefully as they approached the forge.

“I don’t know,” he answered. “But your mother and I will protect you, no matter what.”

Nora nodded, seeming satisfied with his response. As they reached the forge, she immediately moved to her assigned tasks—clearing yesterday’s ashes, arranging tools in precise order, checking coal supplies. The routine they’d established gave her purpose while keeping her safely occupied during the forge’s initial heating.

Callen watched her work, struck again by how completely she’d inserted herself into his life. When he’d agreed to help Amara escape with her half-Pyrin child, he’d envisioned himself as a distant protector—necessary but separate. He hadn’t anticipated how three years of shared meals, quiet evenings, and forge days would transform their relationship from obligation to something he couldn’t quite name but recognized as essential.

The forge heated quickly, and soon the familiar rhythm of the day took hold. Callen worked on repairing another plow blade while Nora carefully polished the hunting knife they’d been crafting for Sen’s father. The repetitive motion of hammer on metal created a meditative state that allowed his mind to process the merchant’s arrival and what it might mean for their safety.

As Callen’s sense of the drift flowed into the heated metal of the plow blade—though when forging, he often referred to it as the forgecall, the way he had when young—he felt for stress points and weaknesses. Unwelcome memories surfaced. Ten years earlier, in a cold stone chamber beneath the Black Veil training compound. He’d been barely twenty then, still believing in the rightness of his chosen path.

“Again,” Commander Stark ordered, his voice betraying neither approval nor disappointment.

Sweat beaded on Callen’s forehead as he extended his awareness toward the row of metal cylinders arranged before him. Each contained a different material—some solid, some liquid, some with small living creatures. His assignment: identify the contents without opening them.

“I can feel movement in this one,” Callen said, fingers hovering above the third cylinder. “Something small. A mouse, perhaps?”

Stark nodded once. “And the others?”

Callen moved his hand, concentrating on the subtle vibrations emanating from each container. “Water in this one. Metal in the next. The last is some kind of powder.”

“Good.” A rare hint of satisfaction colored Stark’s tone. “Your sensitivity of the drift is better than most. It can take months to develop even rudimentary detection skills.”

Callen felt a flicker of pride at the praise, quickly suppressed. The Black Veil taught that emotion clouded judgment—and the drift.

Stark produced a simple metal dagger, placing it before Callen. “Now, focus here. Feel its weaknesses.”

Callen extended his awareness into the metal. “There’s a flaw in the center. Poor forging left a bubble in the steel.”

“Correct. Now break it.”

Callen looked up, uncertain. “Break it?”

“Use the drift to exploit the weakness,” Stark explained patiently. “Amplify the fault until the structure fails.”

Callen hesitated only briefly before focusing on the flaw he’d detected. He pushed his awareness into it, feeling the misaligned structure, the subtle vibration of instability. With careful concentration, he amplified what he felt.

The dagger shattered with a sharp crack, fragments scattering across the table.

Stark smiled then, a rare thing. “Excellent. Now imagine that was a lock. A weapon in an enemy’s hand. A bone in a target’s body.”

Callen looked at the metal fragments, suddenly understanding what his ability truly meant to the Black Veil.

“The drift like that is rare,” Stark continued. “With proper training, you’ll be able to detect a target’s heartbeat through walls, identify hidden chambers by the subtle differences in air currents, and render an opponent’s weapon useless with a touch.”

“Is that what you can do?” Callen asked.

“That and more,” Stark answered. “There were some who were said to have been able to do much more with the drift, but now we need enhancements for such things. We’ll have to see what your potential permits, but must be careful you don’t burn out. If you push too hard, you can destroy your connection to the drift. So first, we simply need to focus it properly.”

The training intensified after that day. Hundreds of hours spent breaking increasingly complex objects. Later, disrupting the movement of small animals. Always pushing toward the ultimate application: human targets.

The memory dissipated as Callen brought his hammer down on the plow blade, forcing his focus back to the present. Where once he had used the drift to detect weaknesses for destruction, now he used it to find imperfections for creation. The metal beneath his hammer would serve to nourish, not harm.

“Can I try the grinding stone now?” Nora asked, holding up the knife for inspection.

Callen examined her work with critical eyes, noting the careful attention to detail around the handle rivets. “Good. Remember to maintain consistent pressure.”

He adjusted the foot pedal for her smaller frame and supervised as she began the careful process of sharpening the blade. Her concentration was complete, small tongue protruding slightly from the corner of her mouth as she worked.

“Like this?” she asked after several passes.

“Slower,” he advised. “Feel the metal. It will tell you when you’re moving too fast.”

Nora nodded, closing her eyes momentarily in a gesture that mimicked his own sensitivity granted by the drift. Though she possessed no such ability herself, she’d observed him enough to understand the concept of listening to materials.

“It wants to be sharp,” she said, opening her eyes. “But not too sharp too quickly.”

“Correct.” Callen allowed a rare note of approval to enter his voice. “Patience creates quality.”

The morning passed as they worked, the forge’s heat and rhythmic sounds creating a sanctuary from the concerns that had arisen with the merchant’s arrival. Shortly before midday, the door creaked open, admitting Sen and two other village children.

“Master Nasinth,” Sen began with attempted formality that dissolved into excitement, “is the knife finished? My father said we could look if you weren’t too busy.”

Callen noted Nora’s hopeful expression. “Show them,” he said with a nod. “But no touching the finished work.”

Nora beamed, carefully setting aside the polishing cloth and gesturing her friends toward the workbench. “It’s almost done,” she said proudly. “I’ve been grinding and polishing since morning.”

As the children gathered around, exclaiming over the knife’s gleaming surface, Callen moved to check the orders slate: three more farm implements that needed repair before planting season, a set of hinges for Elder Tomald’s new cabinet, and horseshoes for the Westland trader due next week. Normal work. Routine. The daily life they’d built so carefully.

“Can we go to the stream after my lessons, Papa?” Nora asked suddenly, turning from her friends. “Sen says the silver minnows have returned, and I want to sketch them for Mother’s medicine book.”

The request was ordinary enough—Nora often gathered specimens for Amara’s herbal records—but something in her tone caught Callen’s attention. A trace of urgency, perhaps, or underlying anxiety. Through the drift, he detected the slight acceleration in her heartbeat, the subtle tension in her small frame.

She was asking for normalcy. Seeking reassurance that their life would continue unchanged despite the merchant’s arrival and possible recognition.

“If you stay within village boundaries.”

“Thank you!” Nora’s smile returned as she turned back to her friends. “I’ll bring my slate to draw them.”

Callen returned to his work when the children left, though his awareness remained split—part focused on shaping metal, part monitoring the village through the drift ability. The merchant’s caravan remained in place.

Three years ago, he would have laughed at the notion of developing concern for a place or its people. Now, he recognized faces, knew names, remembered preferences—Widow Hanson liked her kitchen knives with slightly rounded handles for her arthritic hands; the cooper’s oldest son needed specially sized barrel bands for his smaller creations; Elder Tomald preferred decorative scrollwork on his commissions.

Connections. Roots. Dangerous vulnerabilities he’d once been trained to avoid.

The forge door opened again, admitting Amara with a basket of midday food. Her face showed signs of fatigue but her movements remained graceful and controlled.

“Anything to be concerned about?”

“Oh, just asking the usual questions about people in town. Claims he wants to know how to meet our needs. It sounds like he intends to stay through the festival.”

He sighed. There would be no avoiding him then. “Keep alert for anything unusual. I might have been overreacting⁠—”

“I trust your instincts. I’ll watch. But with the festival coming, you shouldn’t be too distant. That’s going to raise its own kind of questions.”

She was right, but he’d have to find a way to do so without drawing notice.

“The knife for Sen’s father is nearly complete,” he said, changing the subject to more immediate concerns. “Nora did most of the finishing work.”

Amara’s expression softened. “She mentioned it. She’s been planning the design for weeks.” She paused, watching as Callen checked the edge of the blade Nora had been polishing. “You’ve taught her well.”

“She has natural aptitude,” Callen said, uncomfortable with the praise. “Steady hands. Good focus.”

“And a patient teacher.” Amara’s smile held a warmth that still occasionally caught him off guard. “She talks about forge days constantly. Papa showed me how metal sings when it’s happy, she told me last week.”

Callen felt an unexpected tightness in his chest at the words. Somewhere along the way, the title had shifted from a cover story to something that felt strangely right. He hadn’t intended to become anyone’s father. Yet here they were, three years into a life he’d never planned, with a child who saw beauty in the simple work and believed metal could sing.

Like I did, when young.

“She’s meeting friends at the stream,” he said, pushing aside the unfamiliar emotion. “I told her to stay within village boundaries.”

“Good. I’ll check on her later.” There was tension in her tone, though.

After three years of hiding, they’d developed contingency plans for discovery—routes, supplies, alternative identities—but executing them meant abandoning the relative stability they’d built. Each day of normalcy was precious.

They ate their midday meal in companionable silence, the forge’s heat creating a pocket of warmth against the autumn chill. Through the open door, Callen observed the village’s midday activities—farmers returning from fields for meals, apprentices carrying messages between workshops, merchants arranging wares for afternoon customers. Peaceful. Ordinary. Worth protecting.

When Amara had gone, returning to her duties at the healing outpost, Callen completed his work on the plow blade before turning his attention to the knife. Nora had done excellent work on the polishing, achieving a mirror finish that reflected the forge’s glow. He added the final edge with practiced precision, testing it against a strand of wool that parted at the barest touch.

Satisfied, he wrapped the knife in oiled leather and set it aside for Sen’s father. The work represented weeks of careful teaching—showing Nora how to gauge temperature by color, how to strike with controlled force, how to feel the metal’s readiness. Each lesson had been as much about patience and discipline as blacksmithing, skills that might someday help her control the Pyrin abilities that would eventually manifest more strongly. Without her real father to teach, he and Amara had agreed this would help.

It wasn’t the same. How could it be? She was Pyrin, at least in part, in a land where her people had been targeted.

As afternoon shadows lengthened, Callen sensed Nora’s approach before hearing her footsteps—the particular rhythm of her run, quick and light with occasional skipping steps when excitement overtook her. The door flew open, admitting her, flushed and beaming.

“Papa! The silver minnows were there, hundreds of them!” She brandished her slate, covered with surprisingly detailed sketches. “And I found water moss that Mother says helps with fever.”

Callen examined the drawings, noting the careful attention to the fish’s distinctive patterns. “Good observation,” he said, pointing to the scaled detail she’d captured. “This will be useful for your mother’s records.”

Nora glowed under the approval, setting her slate down and moving to examine the knife. “You finished it?” Her expression turned slightly disappointed. “I wanted to help with the final edge.”

“Next time,” Callen promised. “Sen’s father needs it for tomorrow’s hunt.”

She accepted this with a nod, understanding the importance of deadlines. “Can I help with something else then? The horseshoes for Master Westland?”

Callen considered the request. The afternoon’s light was fading, but there remained enough time for simple tasks. “You can help measure the iron stock,” he said. “We’ll need precise lengths for each shoe.”

Nora dove into the task with characteristic enthusiasm, carefully marking the measuring string with charcoal at the designated points. As she worked, she chattered about her afternoon—the dragonflies hovering over the stream, Sen’s attempt to catch minnows with his bare hands, the stories Elder Tomald’s wife had told during their writing lesson.

Callen listened with half his attention, responding with occasional questions or acknowledgments while his hands automatically shaped the metal for tomorrow’s work. The familiar pattern of their forge days had settled into something he valued more than he cared to admit.

“Papa,” Nora said suddenly, her voice shifting to the serious tone that often preceded important questions, “if we ever had to leave Emberdale, would we still have forge days?”

The question pierced through Callen’s practiced composure. How much had she sensed of his concern about the merchant?

“Blacksmiths are needed everywhere,” he said. “And you would continue learning, wherever we are.”

She nodded, apparently satisfied with this response. “Sen says his cousin’s village doesn’t have a blacksmith at all. They have to travel for days when things break.” She looked up from her measuring. “They need someone like you.”

“Perhaps,” Callen said. “Finish the marking now. Daylight is fading.”

As Nora returned to her task, Callen found himself thinking about her question. In the early days of their arrangement, he’d hoped each location they’d stopped in would provide safety. Yet somewhere since they’d arrived in Emberdale, the town had become more than shelter. The forge was his, built to his specifications. The cottage contained not just necessities, but small comforts accumulated over time. The village knew them, accepted them, relied on their skills.

They had constructed a life here, real in ways that mattered. If they were forced to flee, they would lose more than a hiding place. They would lose home.

The realization was uncomfortable, challenging the emotional distance he’d maintained throughout his Black Veil training and subsequent years. Attachment creates vulnerability. Vulnerability leads to exploitation. These principles had been beaten into him.

Watching Nora, Callen knew he was attached. To this child. To Amara. To the life they’d built together. And that attachment was both strength and dangerous weakness.

“Done,” Nora announced, holding up the marked string. “Exactly as you showed me.”

“Good.” Callen took the measure, checking her work with practiced eyes. “Accurate.”

She beamed at the approval, then began gathering her sketching materials. “Mother will be preparing evening meal soon. She promised stew with the root vegetables we stored.”

“Go ahead,” Callen told her. “I’ll bank the forge fire and join you shortly.”

Nora hesitated, then impulsively wrapped her arms around his waist in a quick hug. “Thank you for forge day and letting me go with friends, Papa.”

Before he could respond, she darted away, slate and charcoal gathered in her arms, the door swinging shut behind her.

Callen stood motionless for a moment, the unexpected embrace leaving a warmth that had nothing to do with the forge’s heat.

As he secured the smithy for the night, Callen’s sense of the drift expanded outward, reflexively checking for unusual patterns or disturbances in the village. The merchant’s caravan remained in place. No immediate threat presented itself, at least as far as he could tell.

Still, he couldn’t shake the feeling that plagued him, like something unseen. His training with the Black Veil had taught him never to ignore such instinct, especially if it involved the drift. The problem Callen had was that the drift could be fickle, unstable at times. And to protect Nora and Amara, he needed it to be stable.

Pushing those thoughts out of mind, he withdrew his awareness and headed toward the cottage, toward his home. They were safe.

For now.

But maybe to ensure their safety, it was time that Callen question the merchant.


Chapter Three


RUMORS


Callen secured the repaired plow on his delivery cart, his hands moving through the familiar motions while his mind remained alert. He ran his fingers along the bindings, testing their tension with subtle pressure. Satisfied with the plow’s placement, he performed his check of the weapons he carried—three throwing knives nestled against his lower back, a slender blade in his boot sheath, and the multipurpose tool disguised as a belt buckle. Old habits from his Black Veil days that he couldn’t—perhaps didn’t want to—break.

The cart creaked softly as he guided it through Emberdale’s winding dirt paths. As he approached the village center, the atmosphere around the merchant caravan was active—too active for him to have a conversation.

Callen slowed his pace, scanning the gathering. The white-haired merchant was absent from the activities. While the guards monitored the wagons, the merchant himself was nowhere visible among the wagons or crowd.

He adjusted the angle of his wide-brimmed hat. Later, he promised himself.

Callen maintained his unhurried pace as he guided the cart toward the northern edge of Emberdale, and then beyond. The Ashbell farm appeared on the horizon. Smoke curled from a stone chimney as Callen approached, carrying the scent of baking bread. The elder Ashbell sister—Marta, with her perpetually windburned face and calculating eyes—emerged from the barn as his cart rumbled into the yard. Her younger sister, Linna, appeared moments later from the house, wiping flour-covered hands on her well-worn apron.

“Master Nasinth,” Marta called, her voice carrying across the yard with no-nonsense directness. “You’ve made good time. We expected you tomorrow at earliest. Of course, tomorrow is the start of the festival.”

Callen nodded in acknowledgment as he brought the cart to a halt. “The forge work proceeded smoothly.” He appreciated the Ashbell sisters for their straightforward manner—no unnecessary pleasantries, no probing personal questions, simply business conducted with mutual respect and conversation.

Marta approached the cart, her experienced gaze immediately assessing his work as he uncovered the repaired plow. Her fingers traced the reinforced joints and newly forged blade components with knowing precision.

“Just in time for the last field,” she said with satisfaction. “Clean reinforcement work on the pivot point—always something we check when we have work done. Should hold through spring planting, if the weather doesn’t turn too harsh.”

“The metal is properly tempered for frost,” Callen said. “I added an additional brace here”—he indicated the junction between blade and handle—“to compensate for the strain of your eastern field’s rocky soil.”

Marta nodded appreciatively. “Good thinking. That field’s broken more equipment than all the others combined.”

While her sister examined the plow, Linna approached with a small wooden box. “Your payment, as agreed,” she said, opening it to reveal a careful arrangement of copper coins nestled among jars of preserved fruits and vegetables. A small sack of dried herbs—valuable cooking spices difficult to obtain this far from major trade routes—that he’d requested for Amara.

Callen accepted the payment with a nod. As he secured it in his cart, Linna began chattering about the upcoming harvest festival preparations. Unlike her sister, the younger Ashbell possessed a natural sociability that often yielded valuable information.

“The decorations committee has been arguing for days about proper placement of the bonfire,” she said, helping her sister move the plow toward the barn. “And of course Widow Hanson insists her sweetbread recipe should be featured at the central table, though everyone knows her crusts have been getting tougher each year.”

Callen made appropriate noises of acknowledgment while loading his tools, letting her conversation flow around him.

“—and travelers came through yesterday, before the merchants arrived,” Linna continued, her tone shifting slightly. “Asking questions about people coming through the village. Official business, they claimed, but had no proper insignia or documentation that Elder Tomald could recognize...”

Callen’s hand paused imperceptibly on his toolbox, his attention sharpening though his expression remained neutral. “What sort of questions?” he asked. He’d felt nothing unusual, which troubled him.

Linna seemed momentarily surprised by his direct inquiry, her eyebrows rising slightly before she continued. “Oh, nothing that seemed important to most folk. Whether we’ve seen anyone passing through who shouldn’t be here—as if we would know that without them announcing themselves as troublemakers!” She laughed, the sound bright against the autumn air. “They asked if any villagers had fallen ill with specific symptoms—fevers with strange colorations, sudden abilities or talents emerging, that sort of nonsense. Elder Tomald sent them on their way quick enough—told them our people were as ordinary as they come, healthy as spring calves.”

She leaned closer, lowering her voice slightly though no one else was within earshot. “Though he later told my cousin they carried themselves like military men, not census takers. All stiff posture and watchful eyes, checking doorways before entering rooms. Not the usual bureaucrat behavior at all.”

“Interesting,” Callen said. First the white-haired merchant, now officials questioning about specific symptoms and unusual abilities. The timing suggested coordination rather than coincidence. Never a good sign.

“The merchants bring more pleasant diversions, at least,” Marta interjected, perhaps sensing the darkening mood that Callen couldn’t entirely conceal. She had returned from storing the plow, wiping her hands on a cloth tucked into her belt. “Their storyteller has quite a gift—drew quite a gathering by the central well last evening. Tales of ancient heroes and forgotten kingdoms, delivered with such conviction you’d think he’d witnessed them himself. Even reluctant old Heston abandoned his evening chores to listen—first time I’ve seen him linger in the village past sundown in years.”

Callen completed the transaction with a final exchange of pleasantries before guiding his cart back toward the village. He worked through what he’d learned, letting himself be lost in thought.

The first warning came not from sight or sound, but through the drift ability.

A presence registered at the edge of his awareness—a distinctive pattern of vibrations approaching with deliberate steadiness along the forest edge that paralleled the road. The movement carried too much control for a village hunter tracking game, too much direct focus for a casual traveler enjoying the autumn woods.

Callen maintained his unhurried pace while subtly adjusting his route, angling the cart slightly to position himself where peripheral vision could monitor the tree line without appearing to take notice. His hands remained relaxed on the cart handles, his posture suggesting nothing more than a village craftsman completing his day’s business, while his senses stretched to their limits.

Through the drift, he noticed how this other paced him for several minutes. The sensation of being watched prickled along Callen’s spine, a feeling he hadn’t experienced since his days hunting targets for the Black Veil. Yet the figure made no move to approach or interfere, maintaining a parallel course just within the forest’s edge.

Then, with no apparent signal or reason, the shadow peeled away from Callen’s path, angling eastward toward the village’s approach road—the direction from which the merchant caravan had arrived. Not following him directly, then, but maintaining awareness of his movements while pursuing some other objective.

The realization did nothing to ease Callen’s growing concern.

By the time Callen reached the village proper, he noticed that true to the Ashbell sisters’ report, a substantial crowd had gathered around a robed figure gesturing dramatically beside the well. The storyteller, presumably.

Callen bypassed the gathering, and Amara caught his gaze before coming over to him. “The Ashbells were pleased,” he said as she approached. “Officials came through yesterday. Asking questions.”

Amara’s hands stilled momentarily before resuming their methodical sorting. “Elder Tomald mentioned visitors. Said he sent them onward with minimal information.”

“And I was followed on the return journey. Someone that felt… strange.”

He didn’t need to tell her that there were too many coincidences.

They’d had peace. Now…

He could see the troubled look in her eyes. Now they’d have to leave. She knew it, too. The hard part would be telling Nora.

But it was for her safety.

“The merchant concerns me. He visited the healing outpost this afternoon, allegedly seeking remedies for travel fatigue. His questions were pointed.”

He arched a brow. “Oh?”

“I know how to read such things, Callen. If my father taught me anything, it was reading between the lines of what people left unsaid.”

He knew better than to question her on that, especially as he knew that she had been raised to understand politics far better than he ever would. “What were the questions about?”

“Local fever histories. Sensitivity to certain herbs.” She glanced meaningfully toward their home in the distance, where Nora should be. “I provided general answers, but his manner suggested prior knowledge rather than casual inquiry.”

“The Pyrin suppression has intensified, then. We’ve heard rumors of increasing incidents along the border territories. And now we have a merchant asking similar questions,” he concluded. “Too coordinated for coincidence.”

“The storytelling tonight focuses on dragon legends,” Amara added.

The deliberate focus on dragon legends combined with officials asking about specific symptoms painted a concerning picture, especially with rumors of Pyrin connection to dragons.

“I need to talk to the merchant,” Callen said, his voice low. “Tonight, after the storytelling concludes.”

Amara nodded, her fingers absently twisting the iron band on her hand. “I can create a distraction if you need. A patient requiring urgent attention would draw eyes away from the caravan.”

“No need to complicate matters. The darkness will provide cover enough.” Callen moved to the window, scanning the village center where the crowd continued to grow around the storyteller. “Where is Nora now?”

“With Sen’s family. His mother promised to keep her until sunset.” Amara joined him at the window, her shoulder brushing his. “Callen, if we need to leave⁠—”

“We’ll be prepared,” he assured her, more confident than he felt, though he knew it was getting to be more than if they needed to leave. Three years in one place had allowed them to accumulate possessions, connections, a semblance of stability. Abandoning it all would be harder now than when they had first arrived with nothing but desperation and false identities.

As evening approached, they made their way toward the village square under the pretense of joining the festivities. Callen kept to the shadows, the drift sense extended to monitor movement patterns around the merchant wagons. The area bustled with activity—villagers browsing wares, guards maintaining casual but vigilant positions, traders cataloging the day’s transactions.

“The rearmost wagon,” Callen murmured as they passed a cluster of villagers. “Notice the lock. Different craftsmanship from the others.”

Amara nodded almost imperceptibly.

“And the guard positions favor that direction. Whatever they value most is there,” he added.

They circled the square, maintaining a casual pace while gathering information. Old habits from his Black Veil training emerged automatically, assessing threats and opportunities. As they completed their circuit, the white-haired merchant emerged from the inn, his movements measured but slightly unsteady. His gaze swept the gathering before landing on Callen.

“Master blacksmith,” he called, his voice carrying across the square. “A moment of your time, if you would.”

Callen tensed, hand instinctively shifting toward the concealed knife at his belt. Amara’s fingers brushed against his arm—a silent warning against revealing his training through reflexive combat positioning.

“Continue your path,” he told her quietly. “Circle back toward home. I’ll see what he wants.”

And what he knew.

The merchant approached, his smile too knowing for comfort. “Your reputation precedes you,” the merchant said, extending a hand that Callen reluctantly shook. “The quality of Emberdale ironwork has become known even in distant markets.”

“Simple tools for simple needs,” Callen replied, maintaining his cover as the village blacksmith. “Nothing worth special attention.”

“On the contrary.” The merchant’s smile widened. “Special attention is precisely what exceptional craft deserves. I wonder if you might examine a piece in my collection—a metalwork puzzle that requires unique understanding.”

The invitation was clearly a pretense, but would also give Callen the opportunity to find out what the merchant wanted. “Tomorrow. My forge hours are dawn until dusk.”

“I’m afraid I don’t—” he began, but stopped

Callen turned to see what he was looking at. Nora was approaching from the path that led to Sen’s home, weaving through the crowd. The merchant’s lips parted in what might have been recognition or satisfaction. Before either could speak again, the white-haired man suddenly staggered, one hand flying to his throat.

He gasped, eyes widening with what appeared to be genuine alarm, then doubled over in a violent fit of coughing, dropping to one knee.

“Papa,” Nora said as she got close. “That man⁠—”

Callen held his hand firm on her shoulder, the drift as fully alert now as he could make it. “Let’s get you home.”

Amara’s voice rose above a gathering crowd, the tone sharp and commanding. “Stand back, please. Let me through.”

The merchant’s coughing subsided as Amara helped him to sit. The man’s sleeve slipped back, revealing a glimpse of his forearm. Callen caught the unnatural shimmer beneath the skin—tiny scars that looked like…

No. That’s not what it is.

But a cold weight settled in Callen’s stomach. He’d seen such markings only once before, on a target he’d been sent to eliminate years ago—a scholar rumored to have been experimenting with strange relics. Supposedly dragon relics, though his commander had claimed that to be unlikely.

Callen reached outward with the drift sense, focusing on the merchant. Most people had familiar patterns—regular heartbeats, the flow of breath, the subtle pulses of thought. But the white-haired man’s drift was wrong. Fragmented and chaotic, with overtones Callen found strange—and familiar.

I’m not going to focus on that.

His fingers tapped against his leg—three short, two long—a Black Veil signal for potential compromise. An old habit he couldn’t break, even with no one to signal to.

But why did he feel they needed to run?


Chapter Four


THE MERCHANT


Night had fallen by the time Amara returned home. Callen sensed her approach long before the door opened—the particular rhythm of her steps, hurried but controlled, the subtle vibration of her breathing. Years of survival had taught him to recognize these patterns without conscious thought, a baseline against which to measure distress or danger.

When she entered, her face told him what the drift had already suggested. Trouble.

“Nora’s asleep?” Amara asked, hanging her shawl on the peg by the door.

Callen nodded, moving to secure the lock—a simple mechanism to casual observers, but one he’d specially modified with trigger points that would alert him to tampering. “An hour ago. She wanted to wait for you.”

“And of course you let her stay up late,” Amara said, a hint of fondness breaking through her evident exhaustion.

“She was organizing herbs.” Callen kept his voice neutral, though they both knew he struggled to enforce bedtimes. Amara had once remarked that it was a strange weakness in a man who had once eliminated targets with such precision. “The merchant. What did you find?”

Amara glanced toward Nora’s closed door before responding, her voice dropping. “He’s sick. That’s it. I’m doing what I can to help him, but not everything responds to healing.”

“What about the scars on his arm?”

Her eyes widened slightly. “You saw them?”

“What are they?”

“I’m not certain.” Amara moved to the kitchen area, pouring herself water from the earthenware jug. Her fingers trembled slightly. “They’re spreading beneath his skin. Not like any disease I’ve encountered. He’s feverish, delirious at times but lucid in others. It’s like it came on suddenly.”

“Any other symptoms?”

“Beyond the scars and fever? Spasms in his extremities. His eyes...”

“Pyrin traits?”

“No.” Amara shook her head. “Their fire affinity manifests in amber or reddish eyes, not this. This is… something else.”

Callen leaned against the wall, arms crossed. “Has he said why he’s here?”

“He claims to be a simple merchant. But when I was examining him, he grabbed my wrist.” She unconsciously rubbed the spot. “He asked if there were children in the village with ‘the spark.’ His exact words.”

A cold weight settled in Callen’s stomach. Three years of careful anonymity, of village blacksmith routines and measured interactions, and now this—a sickly merchant with strange scars asking about special children. The same merchant who had been interested in Nora.

Everything felt wrong

“What did you say?”

Amara’s expression hardened. “I told him the village has ordinary children, nothing special.”

Callen could tell she was keeping something from him. It wasn’t the first time, and he doubted that it would be the last. Their relationship was one of necessity, but it also relied upon a measure of trust. Still, he debated how hard to push her. There were dangers in pushing too much, as he might end up pushing her away. But he’d figured she was doing something, perhaps helping the Pyrin refugees who would occasionally be rumored to have been moving through, though he’d never spoken to her directly about it.

Callen stepped away from the wall. “I should check our preparations.” It was a delicate way of referencing the escape routes, hidden weapons, and emergency supplies they maintained—always ready, always updated. A precaution born from years of hunting and being hunted.

“He’s really sick, Callen.” Amara’s voice stopped him. “Whatever these scars represent, they’re killing him. I’ve tried everything in my knowledge, but I don’t think I can reverse what happened to him. Even if I had more resources.”

“Are you saying we can wait?”

“I don’t know, but there’s something you should know about.” Her words were measured, careful, and she looked over, meeting his gaze. “When the fever takes him, he said something about others tracking the drift.”

Callen went still. The drift was not a common term for abilities like his. The Black Veil used that term, which was part of the reason he had taken to calling it the drift, but most people spoke of gifts or talents. When he was young, his father had called it forgecall.

“Did he mention that word specifically? The drift?”

Amara nodded. “He said they’re tracking the drift. You use that term, so… I thought you should know.”

Through the floorboards, Callen sensed the subtle vibrations of Nora turning in her sleep—not awake, but restless.

“I need to speak with him.” Callen moved toward the door.

“Now? It’s the middle of the night.”

“Better to question him when the village sleeps, especially if…” He checked the knife concealed at his belt—another habit he couldn’t break. He wouldn’t say what he might need to do, but Amara had to know. “Stay with Nora. If anything feels wrong⁠—”

She cut him off. “I know.” Amara’s expression softened slightly. “We’ve been doing this for three years, Callen. I haven’t forgotten.”

He nodded and slipped out the door, moving silently across the packed earth toward the healer’s hut. The night was clear, stars sharp against the blackness. Callen expanded the drift sense, scanning for unusual patterns or movements throughout the village. Nothing but the familiar rhythms of sleeping households, animals in pens, the distant whisper of wind through trees.

The healer’s outpost stood twenty paces from their home—close enough for Amara to attend emergencies, far enough to protect their household from potentially contagious illnesses. A small structure with meticulous organization inside, herbs hanging from rafters, shelves lined with tinctures and salves. Amara’s workspace showed none of the noble upbringing she tried to conceal; it was purely functional, the tools of her healing trade arranged for efficiency.

The merchant lay on the single cot, a lantern burning low beside him. Even before entering, Callen could sense the wrongness in the drift—discordant vibrations that reminded him of sharp edges grinding against each other where it should be smooth.

He slipped inside, closing the door silently behind him. The merchant’s eyes were closed, his breathing shallow and irregular. The scales Callen had glimpsed earlier had spread visibly, creating an iridescent pattern across the exposed skin of his neck and hands—beautiful and horrifying in equal measure.

“I know you’re there, assassin.” The merchant’s voice startled Callen despite his training—dry and cracked, but surprisingly strong for a dying man. “The Black Veil taught you stealth, but they couldn’t mask how you feel.”

Callen remained by the door, assessing. The merchant hadn’t opened his eyes or shifted position. “You know what I was.”

“What you are,” the merchant corrected, finally opening his eyes. The vibrant green color seemed more pronounced in the lantern light, an unnatural luminescence that cast faint shadows. “Once a Black Veil, always a Black Veil. Until they kill you for betrayal.”

“You have me confused with someone else. I’m a village blacksmith.”

A rasping sound came from the merchant’s throat—laughter, though it ended in a wet cough. “A blacksmith who moves like death itself and carries three concealed weapons. Who maintains lines of sight to all exits. Who watches the caravan with tactical assessment rather than curiosity.” The verdant green eyes fixed on Callen. “Your name might be buried, but your training shows in every movement.”

Callen didn’t bother continuing the denial. “Who sent you?”

“No one sent me.” The merchant’s hand trembled as he reached for the water cup beside the cot. “But I was called anyway, it seems. Drawn, perhaps.” He said that last with a little sigh.

Callen hesitated a moment, debating how hard to push. “You obviously know things, so start talking.”

The merchant coughed again. “It doesn’t matter. I’ve been trying…” He coughed, and when he opened his eyes, he looked at Callen. “What are you doing here?”

“Hiding,” he said softly.

“Hiding yourself, or hiding others?”

The question was piercing, and a little surprising. “I don’t need to hide myself.” And he wouldn’t have were it not for Amara and Nora.

“Then you’re the one who has been helping the Pyrin refugees move through.”

He was quiet. That at least explained Amara’s hesitancy to share more. Could she have been doing that underneath his nose all this time?

Of course she could. There was quite a bit that he might overlook, especially now that things had settled and he had started to feel as if they could get into something of a routine. He had a business. He was a blacksmith; he was no longer a Black Veil.

But why would she have done anything that might risk their safety?

The answer was easy. Because of Nora.

“Not you,” the merchant said, coughing again. “The healer.”

Callen nodded. “Seems to be.”

“And you didn’t know?”

“No.”

There was a quiet that fell between them. “It’s needed, you know. With what the Lord Regent is doing to those he captures, it’s needed.”

“And what is he doing with those he captures?”

Callen had been long enough away that he hadn’t even heard there was any sort of danger to Pyrin refugees. But it didn’t surprise him that Amara would pay attention to it, especially with Nora’s heritage.

“Using them, or at least using the part of them that keeps their order safe.” He started to cough. “Apparently thinks he can make weapons. Women and children are easiest. The men fight.” He coughed again. “I’ve been warning others that I can.”

“Which is why you are moving out here?”

“Part of the reason. The other part is I found something.”

“What?”

The merchant coughed again. Blood bubbled to his lips. “It doesn’t matter.” He said it with a bit of strength, more so than Callen had expected. “I took something I wasn’t supposed to have. Came across a man who’d fallen sick. We thought we could help, so he traveled with us for a time to get to Ironvale. Who wouldn’t want to travel with Tarek and his wagons?” He laughed softly. “He felt like you… but not.”

Black Veil. Had to be.

“When he died, I found it. Not sure what it was, not at the time, and maybe still don’t. But it’s like I started to feel something that pulled me here. I thought it was the Pyrin, the child, but now I’m not so sure…” He looked at Callen, and his eyes went cloudy for a moment.

The drift surged again. It had been doing that at times. Sometimes worse than others, making it so that he had to concentrate much harder than usual to maintain focus.

And he felt the source of it this time. It came from the merchant, of all things.

“What do you have?”

He looked over. “You can sense it, can you? And don’t seem quite as affected as I would have expected.” He coughed. “Maybe you’re the reason I was drawn here.”

“I can feel something.”

“More than you seem, aren’t you?” This was definitely to himself.

Callen didn’t answer. He waited, and the merchant reached into his pocket and withdrew a small wrapped item, which immediately caused Callen’s heart to pound and his vision to blur. Even before he took the item, he knew what it was. He could feel it.

He unwrapped it slowly.

Dragon eggshell. Callen had seen a similar thing only once before—in a nobleman’s collection he’d been assigned to infiltrate. He’d felt something then, though it was softer.

At first. Eventually it had grown to the point that it had overwhelmed everything. Callen had been glad to be rid of it, and Stark had been pleased that he’d succeeded.

“This is what happened to you,” he said. “This is the reason for the scars.”

Tarek nodded grimly. “Scars? Not scars. Scales. Fragments like these change a person. Or try to. I thought I was keeping it from them, using the power in it to protect the caravan, but it seems as if I was only poisoning myself. But you’ve seen its like before, haven’t you?”

Callen’s expression remained impassive, but his mind raced.

“You have. They have others like it, you know. That’s what the man said as he was dying. Started talking, though it was mostly feverish. Said they want to use it. Not sure what for, but I’ve felt the power in it. Even used it, I think. Not like they could, I imagine. No…” He coughed. “But if he was heading to Ironvale, there’s not much there, you know?”

He coughed again and then fell silent.

Not much at all, though it had been years since Callen had been to Ironvale.

“Why to Ironvale?” he asked, his voice soft.

He wasn’t sure if the merchant was even still awake, wasn’t sure if he could even answer. When he rolled his head over, blinking slowly, he seemed as if he were summoning some great reserve of strength in order to muster the effort to speak.

“Marek Sturmov leads the research. But he answers to the Lord Regent.” Tarek’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Vanish wants weapons that he can use against the Pyrin Republic. Against their magic.”

The pieces aligned in Callen’s mind with terrible clarity. It had been a long time since he’d thought about some of the jobs that he’d been asked to take before leaving, but there had been rumors. Pyrin claims of missing dignitaries—like Amara’s husband. The increased military presence near villages. The strange contracts he’d been assigned before his departure from the Black Veil—retrieving artifacts, eliminating scholars with specialized knowledge, clearing remote locations with no strategic value he could discern.

“Why tell me this?”

Tarek’s gaze was direct, unwavering despite his obvious pain. “Because you’re already a deserter. And because you recognized it, and I suspect it recognized you. Maybe you might succeed where others would fail.”

“Succeed at what?”

Tarek extended his trembling hand, offering the eggshell fragment. “Get it to those who can help.”

Callen hesitated. He didn’t want any responsibility other than what he already had. But there was something about the fragment that drew him. The moment his fingers touched it, the drift surged again—not painful this time, but overwhelming in its clarity. For a brief instant, he perceived beyond the walls of the hut, beyond the village boundaries. He felt Amara’s worried pacing in their cottage, Nora’s restless sleep. Farther away, he sensed movement on the eastern road—disciplined, purposeful. Military.

That was the instability he struggled to gain a hold on, that instability that he’d been feeling for years. Why would the fragment seem to enhance it now?

He closed his fist around the fragment, and the expanded awareness receded to manageable levels. “How long do you have?”

“How long do any of us have? They’ve been spreading quickly. Thought it wouldn’t get me, but I’m a fool.” His eyes locked with Callen’s. “You’re a part of it. The girl, too. They’ll use you. Her.”

“You should rest,” Callen said, pocketing the fragment. “We’ll speak again tomorrow.”

Tarek’s hand shot out with surprising strength, gripping Callen’s wrist. “You need to find those who can help use fragments like this. Keep him from making the weapons he wants. The Ashen Oath. Tell them the ember survives the ash.” He started coughing again.

Callen had heard that term before, but only in rumors. “I know no Ashen Oath.”

“Because the Black Veil hunt them.” Tarek’s eyelids fluttered. “Resistance exists. You’re not alone in this fight.”

As the merchant drifted into unconsciousness, Callen stood motionless, processing. Ashen Oath were little more than whispered rumors even within the Black Veil—a nebulous resistance movement opposing Lord Regent Vanish’s policies. Callen had always assumed they were a convenient fiction, a label applied to unrelated dissenters to create the illusion of organized opposition.

If they actually existed...

He left the outpost silently, scanning the village perimeter with heightened senses. Something about the shell fragment seemed to respond to him, giving him an even greater awareness with the drift than he normally had. He sensed a military presence more distinctly than before, soldiers moving with purpose—hunting. Were they hunting for the merchant, or were they hunting for Pyrin refugees?

When he returned to the cottage, Amara was waiting, her posture tense. “What did he tell you?”

“Enough.” Callen secured the door behind him. “I think it’s time that we leave Emberdale. We’ve got soldiers searching for Pyrin refugees. Apparently someone has been helping them move, which has drawn attention.”

She held his gaze. “There are no Pyrin refugees in Emberdale.”

He pulled out the shell fragment, and her gaze narrowed. “With something like this, apparently they can track them. And now we have soldiers moving. Coming this way. And once they do, they’re going to question everyone.”

Amara’s eyes darkened with understanding. In the three years they’d been hiding, she’d learned enough about Black Veil methods to recognize the danger. “Nora?”

“Is their target, though they may not know it yet.” Callen removed the eggshell fragment from his pocket, holding it up to the dim light.

“You’ve seen something like this before, haven’t you?” she asked.

He sighed. “It was years ago, long enough that it shouldn’t matter.” Long enough that he’d tried to forget it. But could he?

He could see the unspoken question in her eyes, the one about how it was that he was able to handle something so dangerous without any ill effects. He wasn’t sure. But he remembered what had happened during that job, how the power in the relic had started to seep into him and how he had struggled to ignore it. At the time, he had been doing a job. He had needed to complete it. But something had changed. He had changed.

“I should wake Nora and prepare her,” she said.

“Let her sleep.” Callen moved to their storage chest, retrieving the false-bottomed compartment that held his specialized equipment—tools of his former trade he’d hoped never to need again. “We’ll leave first thing in the morning. The soldiers won’t reach the village until midmorning or later.”

As he checked his equipment, Callen felt Amara’s eyes on him. They had maintained their careful boundaries for three years—partners in survival but nothing more. Yet moments like this stripped away the pretense, revealing the truth neither acknowledged: They depended on each other in ways that transcended practical necessity.

“Whatever this did to him, he’s dying,” Callen said. “He mentioned getting the fragment to the Ashen Oath.” He left unsaid what going to the Ashen Oath—assuming they existed—might also be able to do for them. It could get Amara and Nora to safety. Maybe he wouldn’t have to protect them.

Is that what I want?

After all these years, he had fallen into a pattern. He had gotten comfortable. Maybe that was a problem.

“The resistance actually exists?”

Of course she would know about it. As the daughter of a nobleman, she would’ve heard things that he would not have. She probably heard rumors that others would not.

“So it seems.” Callen sheathed the knife, adding it to his growing collection of weapons. “The merchant gave a passphrase: ‘The ember survives the ash.’”

A strange expression crossed Amara’s face—recognition mingled with something deeper. “That was a saying among Pyrin diplomats. My husband used it.”

Callen paused, studying her. Amara rarely spoke of Kiran Brightash, the Pyrin diplomat whose assassination had set these events in motion before his death. The pain remained too raw, the memory too dangerous to their cover.

“Was he a part of them?”

She squeezed her eyes shut and took a deep breath. “I don’t know. I want to say no, but there were things that he’d been a part of before we’d met, before he’d come to serve as ambassador…” She sighed again. “He was a good man, Callen.”

“I would never say otherwise.”

This was an unexpected conversation, but maybe after all this time, one that was necessary.

“He wanted peace for his people.” She glanced toward the back room where Nora slept. “Her people. And the Lord Regent…” She shook her head. “He didn’t. Doesn’t. I think Kiran got caught in it. And whether there was anything else to it doesn’t change that he didn’t deserve to die.”

There was something to the way she said it that seemed as if she were making a point of calling him out. Callen hadn’t been responsible for Kiran’s death, but it was possible the Black Veil had been.

“You think the Oath have Pyrin connections?”

“It would make sense.” Amara moved to the window, peering through a gap in the curtains at the quiet village. “The persecution has grown worse since Vanish took power. Someone must be helping those who flee.”

Callen resumed his preparations, mentally calculating routes and contingencies. Ironvale lay three days’ journey west—a mining town controlled by Sturmov Industries, but with enough traffic and population to provide cover. If the Ashen Oath truly existed and could offer assistance, it was their best option.

“What did he say about why they are after the refugees?”

He hesitated. The full truth might only increase her fear, but anything less would keep her unprepared.

“I… don’t know. But they’re hunting them. And if they’re using superstition to do so⁠—”

“It’s not superstition,” she said. “You’re holding it.”

He held her gaze. “The idea that the Pyrin could use this to enhance their power is the superstition. But the Lord Regent seems to think they can use it to make weapons. Either way, we can’t be here if soldiers come.”

“So where?”

“South,” he decided. “Toward the border territories. More mixed populations there, easier to blend in.”

“Closer to the remnants of the Pyrin Republic.” Amara’s voice held a note of longing. She had never set foot in her late husband’s homeland, though she’d adopted many of its customs and taught them to Nora in private.

He nodded. And all they’d have to do was get past what was coming to get them.

That might involve him doing something he hadn’t since his time in the Black Veil, being someone he hadn’t been in three years. Could he still be that man? Callen didn’t even know if the assassin still existed.

He’d killed for orders before. But never for someone who called him Papa.

But as he looked at Amara, felt the stirrings of Nora, he knew he would do what was needed—even if it meant being Nightshade once more.


Chapter Five


PLANS AND DELAYS


Callen stood at the cottage window, watching villagers erect colorful stalls in the square. The Harvest Festival. He’d forgotten entirely with the merchant’s arrival and their hurried preparations to leave. Through the drift, he felt the approaching patrol; it was much closer than expected—perhaps four hours away rather than the six he’d initially estimated. Their window for escape was narrowing.

“We have a problem,” Amara said, appearing in the doorway of her bedroom. She’d changed from her sleeping clothes into a simple dress, practical for travel. “First, Tarek died.”

He sucked in a breath. “So soon?”

She nodded. “I have never seen anything like it. Are you sure it’s safe for you to handle?”

He didn’t. And that was a problem. “You said first. What’s second?”

“Elder Tomald is outside.”

“Why?” Callen kept his voice neutral, though tension coiled in his muscles.

“Festival duties, he says. It’s tradition for each family to contribute.” She lowered her voice. “I don’t know much about such simple festivals, but our time here has told me enough. Refusing would seem suspicious.”

Unlike him, Amara wouldn’t have been raised attending such festivals. Nobility wouldn’t have gone to them the way commoners—and that now included her—did. And he’d forgotten how they’d participated in past years. Their first year in the village had been right before the festival, so they’d not had any responsibilities. Their second year had involved Amara baking with several of the other local women, while Callen had been tasked with setting up the festival grounds. Simple tasks. What would they have to do this time?

“We’re supposed to be leaving,” Callen reminded her, though the strategic implications were already forming in his mind. Sudden departures on festival day would be remembered. Commented upon. Tracked.

“Soon,” Amara agreed, “but perhaps the festival provides better cover. People expected at their stalls won’t be missed immediately if they slip away.”

A knock interrupted them, followed by Elder Tomald’s booming voice. “Master Nasinth. A word about your ceremonial contribution.”

Callen exchanged glances with Amara. “Keep packing. I’ll handle this.” He moved to the door, opening it with the practiced ease of a content village blacksmith rather than a former assassin planning an escape.

“Elder Tomald.” He greeted the other man with a sparse nod. “I was just preparing for the day.”

The elder stood on their doorstep, a tall man with a gray beard and the weathered face of someone who’d spent decades working outdoors. Despite his age, his shoulders remained broad and strong—a lifetime of working the fields had preserved his strength.

“Forgive the early intrusion,” Tomald said. “I had come to check on the merchant to see if he was well enough to participate in the ceremony, only to hear of his unfortunate and untimely passing. A tragic event. Your wife did all she could, I’m sure.”

Callen inclined his head. “Death comes for us all eventually.”

“Indeed, indeed.” The elder glanced past him into the cottage. “I notice you’ve been at the forge quite a bit lately. Finishing orders before the festivities?”

“The Ashbells’ plow,” Callen answered truthfully. “And a few smaller items.”

“Diligent as always.” Tomald smiled. “Which brings me to my request. With Merchant Tarek’s passing, we lack someone to ring the festival bell at midday. It’s tradition for a visitor or newest resident to signal the change of seasons. As our blacksmith of three years, you’re technically still our newest arrival. I believe we had a minstrel visiting your first year, and your second…”

He didn’t need to finish. The second year had been Jarek Homan, an odd weaver who’d only lived in town for a few months, staying mostly to himself. Callen had watched him with suspicion the entire time he’d been here, but had not seen anything out of the ordinary.

Still, the request presented a complication—remaining in the village through midday would delay their departure. Yet refusing would draw unwanted attention, especially with Tomald’s apparent awareness of their early morning activities.

“An honor,” Callen said, “though I have little experience with ceremonies.”

“Nothing complicated. Strike the bell seven times at high noon. A child’s task, really. Speaking of which”—Tomald peered around him again—“where is young Nora? The children are gathering pine cones for the blessing fire.”

“Still sleeping,” Callen said.

“Ah, let her rest then. But do bring her to the square by midmorning. The festival is for the children, after all.” Elder Tomald clasped his hands together. “I’ll leave you to your preparations, Master Nasinth. Midday at the bell platform.”

As the elder departed, Callen closed the door, mind racing through contingencies. Amara appeared from their bedroom, arms filled with small medicine pouches.

“We’re staying for the festival,” she said, not a question.

“We may not have a choice,” Callen replied. “Tomald assigned me to ring the ceremonial bell at midday.”

Amara’s expression remained calm, though her fingers tightened on the medicine pouches. “The patrol?”

“I don’t know. I don’t feel it quite as strongly this morning.” Without the fragment, he didn’t add. Seeing how quickly the merchant had died made him even less inclined to try. “Four hours, perhaps less.” Callen moved to the kitchen table, where a map lay partially concealed beneath mundane items. “If I’m right, they’ll get to the village during the height of the festival.”

“That may work to our advantage,” Amara said, setting her pouches down. “We can blend, observe, then slip away when attention focuses on the ceremonies.”

Callen nodded, impressed by her strategic thinking. Noble upbringing had given her an innate understanding of such things.

“We’ll need a reason for our departure that won’t raise questions,” he said.

“I’ve already thought of that.” Amara reached into a cupboard, retrieving a small pouch. “Widow Hawthorne’s sister in Hillfield sent a letter last week requesting my special joint remedy. I told her I’d deliver it personally after the festival.”

“I suppose that’s a reasonable cover,” Callen agreed. “We’ll leave immediately after the bell ceremony. I’ll bring the cart around to the healer’s outpost, as if loading supplies for Widow Hawthorne.”

From the back room came Nora’s muffled voice. “Papa? Can I really go to the festival? With the dancers and honey cakes?”

Amara shot Callen a questioning look, deferring to his security assessment. He considered their options, weighing risks against the suspicious nature of keeping a child from a festival.

He let out a sigh. “You can, but with precautions.”

Nora came out of her room, nodding seriously. “No showing fire, even a little. Stay where you or Mama can see me. Don’t talk about dreams or feelings.”

“And one more rule today,” Callen added, kneeling to meet her eye level. “When I give the signal, you come immediately. No questions, no delays.”

“The dagger-touch,” Nora recited, referring to their practiced signal—three quick taps against the leg, mimicking a knife hilt.

“Correct.” Callen allowed himself a brief ruffle of her hair, the gesture still feeling foreign despite years of practice. “Now help your mother with the medicine bags. We’ll be leaving directly after the bell ceremony.”

As Nora hurried to assist Amara, Callen returned to the window, assessing the growing activity in the village square. The festival provided both complication and opportunity. Crowds would make tracking more difficult for the approaching patrol, but also could impede their own swift departure if necessary.

Through the drift sense, he detected a subtle vibration from the dragon shell fragment in his pocket. He wasn’t sure what to make of it. There had been the increase in his sense of the drift because of it, but if he would end up like Tarek…

Only, it wasn’t the first time he’d handled a dragon egg fragment—or full egg, if the rumors were true. Nothing had happened then. Maybe nothing would happen now. Could the drift protect him?

That was too much to think about right now.

He looked at Amara. “I should search Tarek’s caravan to see if there’s anything from the person he’d gotten the fragment from.”

Another Black Veil, if Callen was right.

Callen checked his knives—two at his belt, one in his boot, another strapped to his forearm—all concealed by his blacksmith’s attire. “I’ll return before the festival begins.”

As he slipped out the back door, he felt the village awakening around him. Families emerging from cottages, children’s excited voices, the smell of festival bread baking. For three years, he’d observed these seasonal celebrations. Today would be different.

And based on what he felt through the drift, time was running dangerously short.

He hurried out to the outpost, shuttered for the night and closed to curious eyes. He entered using the key Amara had given him, the drift sense confirming the building was empty save for Tarek’s body.

Death had not improved the merchant’s condition. The scales had continued spreading even after his heart stopped, leaving a larger patch than he’d had on arrival. Callen worked methodically, searching the body for anything unusual or incriminating, to ensure nothing else remained to connect Tarek to dragon experiments—or to them.

He found a hidden compartment in Tarek’s boot containing a small leather book filled with coded notes. The writing system was unfamiliar. Likely the rebellion. Callen pocketed it without hesitation.

Next, he wrapped the body in the sheets, binding them tightly to conceal the scales. The village burial master would eventually have to prepare Tarek for interment, and while the old man’s eyesight was poor, precautions were necessary.

When he reached the wagons, he found them unguarded. He had no idea what would have happened to the caravan guards. They probably were all gathered for the festival, waiting to check on the merchant.

Inside, Callen found evidence of Tarek’s dual life. Merchant goods filled the visible storage spaces—spices, fabrics, small luxury items. But his drift ability detected hollow spaces beneath the floorboards, carefully concealed compartments that would elude ordinary searches.

The first hidden space contained weapons—a fine sword of unusual design, three throwing knives, a lightweight crossbow. The second held clothes of quality far exceeding a merchant’s station. The third compartment proved most valuable. Protected by a simple but effective locking mechanism, it contained documents bearing official seals. Callen recognized the insignia of Sturmov Industries and, more concerning, the personal mark of Marek Sturmov himself. These papers detailed transport routes for “special acquisitions” with dates, locations, and security protocols.

Callen committed the information to memory before returning everything exactly as he’d found it. Let the approaching patrol discover Tarek’s secrets—it might delay them further while they investigated.

As he secured the wagon, a discordant vibration rippled through the drift. Someone approached—not from the village, but from the eastern forest path.

If he wasn’t mistaken, the advance scouts had arrived.

Callen melted into the shadows behind the healer’s outpost, extending his senses to assess the threat. Three men, each maintaining distances from one another, their footfalls nearly silent against the forest floor. The taller man led, his hand resting casually on a short sword concealed beneath a travel-worn cloak. The second man carried something that pressed against Callen’s awareness, though he wasn’t sure what it was. The last man brought up the rear, his vigilant gaze constantly scanning the treeline, one hand positioned to access the throwing knives strapped across his chest.

Their approach suggested they were circling to enter the village from the north—appearing to be travelers from a different direction than Tarek had used.

Through his amplified senses, Callen detected something unusual about the scouts—a faint harmonic distortion in their movement patterns. It reminded him of Tarek’s corrupted sense, though far subtler. Even with that, however, he had not truly felt anything quite like this. This was unsettling in a way that he couldn’t quite place.

He needed to warn Amara without being seen. The festival preparations provided perfect cover—dozens of villagers now moved through the square, carrying decorations and food for the celebration. Callen slipped from shadow to shadow, using techniques that had once made him one of the Black Veil’s premier infiltration specialists.

When he reached their cottage, he found it empty. A note in Amara’s elegant hand informed him they’d gone to help with the central food table—their assigned festival duty. Normalcy as camouflage.

Callen changed quickly, donning his festival attire—simple but well-made clothes that identified him as a respectable craftsman without drawing attention. He concealed his weapons, then headed toward the square.

The transformation surprised him, as it did each with each festival—and Emberdale had many festivals. The normally practical village center had become a riot of autumn colors. Garlands of leaves and late-blooming flowers had been draped between stalls. Children darted about, faces painted with harvest symbols. Musicians tuned instruments on a small stage, preparing for the day’s performances. In the center stood the ceremonial bell—a massive iron creation suspended from a wooden frame. Tradition held that its tolling marked not just the harvest, but the transition between old year and new.

He located Amara at the communal food table, arranging her contribution—honey cakes infused with mild calming herbs. Nora stood beside her, carefully placing decorative berries atop each cake. Despite the tension in their situation, the scene projected normalcy.

Callen approached casually, accepting greetings from villagers as he passed. When he reached them, he spoke quietly while arranging a platter of bread. “Three scouts. Northern road. Military with Black Veil techniques.”

Amara’s hands never faltered in their work, though her voice dropped to match his. “How long?”

“Already here. Circling to enter from the opposite direction. Probably just the assessment team, based on movement patterns. Looking for something specific.”

Amara’s gaze flickered briefly to Nora, who appeared absorbed in her berry placement but whose slight stiffening indicated she was listening. “Do we need to move things forward?”

“No,” Callen decided after brief consideration. “Maintain the plan. Bell at midday, then immediate departure. The festival crowd provides better cover than trying to slip away now.”

Nora looked up, her dark eyes serious beneath her carefully arranged curls. “Bad people coming?”

“Yes,” Callen answered honestly, having learned that Nora responded better to truth than comforting lies. “But we expected this. Remember your rules.”

She nodded solemnly, then deliberately lightened her expression as Sen approached. “Sen! Look at our cakes,” she said.

Callen stepped back, allowing the children’s conversation to create a picture of normalcy. Amara caught his eye, silently communicating her understanding of the situation. Three years of hiding had perfected their wordless coordination.

As he surveyed the growing festival, Callen noted the moment the scouts entered the square. They wore the garb of traveling merchants, complete with sample wares and easy smiles, but their posture and eye movements betrayed their true purpose. The tallest carried a leather satchel that emanated the same subtle distortion Callen had detected earlier.

The scouts dispersed through the crowd, each taking a different part of the festival. Their attention, Callen noted, seemed focused primarily on the children.

They were assessing. Cataloging. The realization struck him with cold certainty. This wasn’t a team tracking Tarek—they were identifying potential targets.

Children with specific qualities or abilities—Pyrin children.

Children like Nora.

Callen adjusted his position, maintaining a line of sight to both Nora and the nearest scout. The festival’s energy increased as more villagers arrived, making tracking more difficult but also providing better concealment for their planned departure.

The ceremonial bell gleamed in the strengthening sunlight, its iron surface inscribed with symbols of harvest and renewal. In three hours, Callen would strike it seven times, marking the change of seasons. And immediately after, they would disappear into the wilderness, leaving Emberdale and its simple rhythms behind.

The shell fragment in his pocket seemed to pulse in time with his heartbeat, a reminder of the dangers converging on the village. As festival music began and villagers moved toward the central square, Callen kept his senses fully alert. The scouts continued their assessment, watching the village children with calculating eyes. Somewhere to the east, their main force approached, carrying questions and containment protocols.

The Harvest Festival—sometimes called the Festival of Change—was well-named today. By sunset, nothing would remain the same.


Chapter Six


RINGING THE BELL


Midday approached with agonizing slowness. Callen maintained his vigilant observation while projecting the casual enjoyment expected of a village blacksmith. He sampled festival foods, exchanged pleasantries, even applauded a group of children performing a traditional harvest dance.

All while tracking the scouts’ systematic assessment of every child in Emberdale.

Nora, thankfully, had remained with Amara for most of the morning, helping with the food table and staying visibly occupied. The few times she joined other children, she deliberately performed at average levels—struggling with puzzles he knew she could solve instantly, fumbling at physical challenges despite her natural coordination.

Good girl. She understood the danger better than most adults would.

The tallest scout had taken particular interest in the central area where Amara worked, ostensibly sampling various festival foods while engaging in seemingly casual conversation. Callen kept him in peripheral vision as the man approached Amara’s honey cake display.

“These are exceptional,” the scout commented, accepting a sample. “A family recipe?”

“My own creation,” Amara replied. “The local honey has unique properties.”

“You have a talent.” The man’s eyes shifted to Nora, who carefully arranged berries on the remaining cakes. “As does your daughter, it seems. Such precise placement for one so young.”

Warning flared through Callen’s senses. The scout’s interest wasn’t casual—for all her caution with the games, Nora’s focus with the honeycakes would be a problem?

“Children often surprise us with their abilities,” Amara said smoothly, though Callen detected the slight tension in her shoulders.

“Indeed.” The scout smiled without warmth. “My colleagues and I are looking for exceptional individuals. Those with unique talents or sensitivities. There are opportunities for them in the capital.”

The word choice confirmed Callen’s suspicions. They weren’t just seeking generally gifted children—they sought specific qualities. Pyrin heritage.

“I’m like most in the village and prefer to keep my daughter close. We need all the extra hands we have.”

Before the scout could respond, the festival drummer began a rhythmic beat, signaling twenty minutes until the midday ceremony. Callen recognized his cue, moving with purposeful steps toward the ceremonial bell platform where Elder Tomald waited.

“Ah, your husband has bell duty,” the scout observed. “A significant honor for recent arrivals.”

That was a problem—and not information casual travelers would possess.

As Callen approached the platform, his drift sense detected a new disturbance—a discordant vibration approaching from the eastern road. The main patrol had arrived sooner than expected, perhaps responding to signals from the advance scouts.

They needed to hurry their departure.

Elder Tomald greeted him with ceremonial solemnity. “Master Nasinth, the bell awaits your hand to mark the season’s turning.”

Callen inclined his head respectfully, accepting the ceremonial hammer—a beautifully crafted tool with a head of polished stone and a handle of carved wood. In different circumstances, he might have appreciated its craftsmanship.

“The honor is mine,” he replied, the formal response expected of him.

As he took position beside the massive bell, Callen expanded his drift sense to its maximum range, seeking precise information about the approaching patrol. If only he had something more.

Like when I held the egg fragment.

He pushed that thought aside as dangerous. Too dangerous. Did he want to end up like Tarek? Without that enhancement, he still had his ability, one honed under the Black Veil commander himself.

That has to be enough.

Twelve soldiers. About ten minutes from the village boundary.

He needed to signal Amara. Catching her eye across the square, he tapped his leg three times—their emergency signal. Her almost imperceptible nod confirmed understanding.

The drummer increased his tempo, drawing villagers toward the central square. Children formed a circle around the bell platform, their faces upturned with anticipation. Nora positioned herself at the edge of the group, closest to the path that would lead to their cottage—ready for swift departure.

Elder Tomald raised his hands for silence. “Friends and neighbors, we gather to mark the turning of the wheel. Summer’s bounty harvested, autumn’s preparation begun. As has been our tradition since the founding of Emberdale, the newest among us strikes the bell to welcome change.”

As Tomald continued his ceremonial speech, Callen’s attention split between the approaching patrol and the assessment scouts, who had taken positions at exit points from the square.

“Master Nasinth,” Elder Tomald finally intoned, “strike the bell seven times, that all may hear the season’s change.”

Callen raised the ceremonial hammer, his enhanced senses detecting a subtle vibration from the bell itself. As the hammer connected with the iron surface, a deep, rich tone emerged, spreading outward in waves that Callen could both hear and feel through his drift ability.

The sound penetrated deeper than expected, resonating with the dragon fragment in his pocket. With each successive strike, the connection strengthened—one, two, three strikes, the fragment warming against his leg. Four, five, six, the drift expanding his awareness beyond normal limits.

On the seventh strike, the bell’s vibration synchronized perfectly with the fragment, creating a momentary amplification that extended Callen’s senses far beyond their usual range. For a heartbeat, he perceived the entire village with crystal clarity—every person, every building, every hidden space.

Including a figure he hadn’t detected before.

Standing apart from the festivities, partially concealed by the shadow of the grain storage, a hooded observer watched with unnatural stillness. Unlike the assessment scouts with their subtle dragon artifacts, this figure’s radiation distorted the drift—a pattern Callen recognized from his encounter with Tarek.

As the bell’s final tone faded, the momentary expansion of awareness receded.

Elder Tomald was speaking again, offering the traditional blessing for the new season, but Callen had already shifted to extraction mode. His gaze found Amara, communicating silent urgency. The tension in her stance indicated readiness.

The village erupted in celebration as Tomald completed the blessing, music resuming with enthusiastic energy. Children scattered to various activities, adults raised cups in seasonal toasts. The perfect chaotic cover for their departure.

Or it would have been.

Callen descended from the platform, moving with deliberate casualness toward Nora. The assessment scouts remained at their containment positions, but their attention had shifted toward the eastern road. The blood tracker, however, had moved. No longer by the grain storage, the hooded figure now stood closer to the central square, head tilted as if listening to something beyond normal hearing.

Tracking—or hunting.

Callen reached Nora, placing a protective hand on her shoulder. “Time to help your mother, little spark,” he said, loud enough for nearby villagers to hear.

Nora nodded, her expression carefully controlled despite the fear Callen sensed beneath her calm exterior. “Yes, Papa.”

As they moved toward Amara, the hooded tracker’s head turned, following their movement. The drift distortion surrounding the figure intensified, pulsing with unnatural rhythm. Sensing Nora. Hopefully the shell protected them as Tarek had promised.

Amara met them beside her now empty display table. “I know that we would rather spend the day at the festival, but we really need to get to Hillfield.”

“The cart is prepared,” Callen confirmed, his voice normal. “We will have to depart immediately to reach Widow Hawthorne’s sister by nightfall.”

“Of course.” Amara gathered her baskets, handing one to Nora. “Say goodbye to your friends, dear. We’ll be gone several days.”

As they moved toward the edge of the square—deliberately opposite from the eastern road where the patrol would soon appear—Callen sensed the tracker changing position. The scouts had also noticed their movement and moved toward them.

“Change of plan,” Callen murmured as they walked. “Southeast exit. Through the tanner’s yard.”

Amara didn’t question the adjustment, smoothly altering their course. “Nora,” she said calmly, “remember the game we practiced? Finding hidden pathways?”

“Yes, Mama,” Nora replied, understanding immediately.

They reached the southeast corner of the square, where festival activity thinned near the tanner’s workshop. The pungent smell of curing hides provided a natural barrier that kept most celebrants away. Beyond the tanner’s yard lay a narrow path that connected to the southern forest road—an alternate route that would eventually circle back to where their emergency supplies were hidden.

As they slipped between buildings, Callen sensed the three scouts converging on their position from different directions. Coordinated containment, closing the net. Techniques he’d once been drilled on. And beyond them, the tracker no longer bothered with subtle concealment.

“We’re being followed,” Callen said simply, dropping all pretense. “Four pursuers. Possibly more when the patrol arrives.”

Amara’s expression hardened with resolve.

They’d developed plans for pursuit by multiple threats—separate briefly to divide forces, then reconnect at a predetermined location. “Take Nora through the western passage. I’ll create a diversion, then meet you at the hollow oak.”

It might have to be more than a diversion.

Callen just hoped he still remembered all those old skills.

Nora looked between them, eyes wide but voice steady. “The old tree with the twisted roots?”

“That’s right,” Callen confirmed, impressed by her recall under pressure. “Fifteen minutes. No longer.”

They paused at a fork in the path behind the tanner’s workshop. Callen knelt briefly to Nora’s level. “Remember what we practiced. Quiet as shadows, fast as wind.”

She nodded solemnly. “Be careful, Papa.”

The simple phrase caught him unexpectedly. After three years, the role of father still felt like a disguise he wore rather than an identity he owned. Yet in moments like this, the line blurred between performance and truth.

“Always am,” he replied, rising to his feet. To Amara, he added, “Fifteen minutes. Then go to the secondary location if I haven’t arrived.”

She nodded, no wasted words between them.

As they separated, Callen moved toward the eastern edge of the village, drawing attention away from Amara and Nora’s escape route. The three assessment scouts split their focus—two following him, one continuing after Amara and Nora. The tracker, however, ignored Callen completely, maintaining course toward Nora.

Not ideal, but workable. Callen could eliminate two scouts quickly enough to overtake the tracker.

He allowed the pursuit to continue until he reached a narrow alley between storage buildings, then ducked out of sight. He scrambled quickly to the rooftop, his boot slipping, as he had not used these skills in quite some time. By the time he got to the top, his breaths came in ragged gasps and he had to slow it intentionally.

The scouts hesitated at the alley entrance, confusion evident in their posture. Trained, but not at Black Veil level.

Callen waited in perfect stillness. He had to be quick.

Though he might not have practiced the same stealth that he once had, one thing he had not abandoned was his blade work.

He flipped a throwing blade—one that he’d made—toward the nearest man. Before his body hit the ground, Callen had slipped from the rooftop, landing behind the other and driving a sharp blow to the back of his neck. It was over in moments.

Callen’s breathing came slowly.

He secured both men with their own belts, gagging them with cloth torn from their tunics, reclaiming his knife. They would remain undiscovered long enough for a substantial head start.

Now for the tracker.

Callen moved quickly through the village outskirts, avoiding the few villagers who had stepped away from the festival celebrations. His drift sense extended ahead, locating the tracker who continued pursuing Amara and Nora with unnerving accuracy despite their evasive route.

The third scout maintained distance behind the tracker, clearly deferring to the hooded figure’s tracking abilities. Two targets, then.

Callen circled wide, intercepting their path near the western pasture where the village flocks grazed during summer months. Now empty, it provided clear sightlines and few hiding places—a tactical disadvantage for most, but perfect for Callen’s needs.

He grabbed another throwing blade. It struck the man’s back. He crumpled.

The tracker whirled to face him, hood falling back to reveal an unremarkable face. Just sharp, calculating eyes that widened briefly in recognition.

“You’re Black Veil,” the tracker said, voice steady. “We have this dealt with.”

Callen assessed his opponent. It had been a while since he’d been in a situation like this. The tracker stood with the balanced stance of someone professionally trained, weight centered, hands relaxed but ready.

“You’re interfering with official business,” the tracker said, making no move to draw a weapon.

Callen didn’t waste breath on further conversation. He feinted left, then launched a throwing knife toward the tracker’s right shoulder—a disabling shot rather than lethal. He wasn’t Nightshade, not anymore. He hadn’t killed in three years.

For Nora, he would.

The tracker darted at him. The knife sliced fabric as the figure twisted away, then lunged forward, closing the distance between them faster than Callen anticipated.

He barely deflected a strike to his throat, his forearm bruising at the contact. His body remembered what his conscious mind had let fade.

He dropped, sweeping his leg in a low arc that the tracker jumped over with practiced agility.

“How long have you been hiding here? Long enough to make you slow.”

The forge was poor training for combat. Callen’s breathing came harder than it should have, muscles protesting movements that had once been automatic. The forge work had kept him strong but used different muscles than those needed for this kind of fight.

The tracker struck again, a flurry of blows that Callen parried and dodged with increasing effort. Each successful hit left bruises that would bloom darkly tomorrow—if there was a tomorrow.

The fragment in his pocket pulsed warmly, and Callen felt the drift sense expanding, providing a heartbeat of advance warning for each strike.

He focused on the sensation, letting the fragment amplify his natural abilities as it had during the bell ceremony.

Time was running out. Amara and Nora waited. He needed to end this.

The next time the tracker lunged, Callen didn’t dodge. He stepped into the attack, absorbing a painful blow to his ribs while driving his blacksmith’s knife—a simple tool rather than an assassin’s weapon—deep into the tracker’s thigh.

The tracker grunted in pain, stumbling backward.

Callen pressed the advantage.

Three quick strikes—elbow to throat, knee to wounded thigh, palm strike to sternum—techniques drilled into him by Black Veil masters, including Commander Stark himself.

The tracker collapsed, gasping for breath.

“Who sent you?” Callen demanded, placing his boot on the tracker’s chest as the overwhelming awareness receded to manageable levels.

The tracker’s eyes narrowed, but he didn’t answer.

Very well trained.

Callen felt rather than heard the approach of more footsteps—the main patrol, finally arriving. No time for more questions.

He debated. Leave the tracker to awaken or not?

They would have taken Nora.

That thought answered it for him.

A quick slice across his throat, and the tracker died quietly.

Callen wiped the blood on the grass.

His body protested as he straightened, ribs aching where the tracker’s blow had landed. He’d be feeling this tomorrow. With one last look at his fallen opponent, Callen melted into the underbrush. His time was nearly up, and Amara would be deciding whether to wait or move on to the secondary location.

The village of Emberdale faded behind him as he ran, three years of peaceful existence abandoned in moments of violence. Ahead lay uncertainty, danger, and the family he had never planned to have but would now die to protect.


Chapter Seven


TRACKED THROUGH THE TREES


He reached the hollow oak just as he thought the time to catch up with Amara and Nora was expiring. The ancient tree stood at the edge of the southern forest, its massive trunk split decades ago, creating a natural cavity large enough for a small adult to hide within. As he approached, his drift sense detected two familiar patterns inside—Amara’s calm, measured energy and Nora’s more dynamic, less controlled signature.

“Clear,” he said softly, the signal they had established for safe approach.

Amara emerged first, scanning their surroundings before signaling Nora to follow. “And the men following us?”

“Dealt with.” He didn’t elaborate on methods. Despite their years together, he maintained certain boundaries around his former profession. “We need to move quickly. The southern forest path connects with our supply cache in three miles.”

Nora emerged fully from the hollow, clutching a small bundle to her chest—her most precious possessions, he assumed. Despite the danger, she appeared composed, her breathing controlled as he’d taught her during their practice drills.

“Anything that we should know about?” Amara asked.

He looked over at Nora, debating what to say—and how much to share. “Just that we need to move. Let’s stay together.”

They moved into the forest, following a game trail that gradually joined a wider path used by hunters and woodcutters. Callen set a pace that Nora could maintain without tiring too quickly, while his drift sense continually swept their surroundings for pursuit.

After thirty minutes of steady progress, they reached a lightning-struck pine that marked the location of their emergency cache. Callen retrieved the buried supplies while Amara kept watch.

“The shell seemed to affect you during the bell ringing, didn’t it?”

Callen paused. He had been redistributing supplies to their travel packs. “Yes. I don’t know how—or why—but it showed me something.”

“Showed you?” Amara’s tone held both concern and curiosity.

“It just made everything a little sharper.”

“Is that common?”

He could tell she was probing, trying to gather information. Considering they had spent three years together and they still had secrets from one another, he understood. “There are certain things that I can do that it seemed to change.”

“Like the drift you talk about.”

He nodded. He didn’t like to talk about it, but he had shared certain things, both intentionally and unintentionally.

“But you’ve experienced something like that before. I could see it in your expression.”

They set off again, hurrying through the trees. How much should he share with her of what had happened on the job when he had grabbed the shell years ago? It was when things had first changed for him, when the drift had begun to grow and expand. It was when he had started to feel like some of the things he was doing on behalf of his mentors were not the kind of things he wanted to be doing.

It was what had set him up to eventually want to help her and Nora.

“We should keep moving,” he said, unwilling to pursue the discussion while Nora was listening. “I don’t know where they have come from, but I have a few ideas of how to get us to safety.”

“Safety?” Amara eyed him, and he understood the concern. “Is there safety?”

“We can find another place to settle.”

But he left unsaid the fact that they both knew that even if they found another place to settle, that didn’t mean they would be safe. Maybe they couldn’t be. Maybe Nora would be hunted regardless of what they did and her talents would continue to put them in danger.

Unless they made it into Pyrin lands—and traveling in that direction was dangerous—there might not be safety. And Callen wasn’t sure he would be able to go—or stay—in those lands. Not after the things he’d done.

I’m not that man.

“Ironvale is three days west. It’ll be a good place to regroup. It’s large enough that outsiders won’t be looked at askance, and…” He left unsaid that they might be able to get information from the Ashen Oath. That might be necessary now in order to keep Amara and Nora safe. “If we maintain a good pace, we can reach the river crossing by nightfall.”

As they continued their journey, the festival sounds faded completely behind them, replaced by forest ambience—birds, wind through branches, the occasional rustle of small animals. Nora walked between them, occasionally reaching for Amara’s hand on steeper sections of path.

After about an hour into the journey, he detected others following them. It was the unmistakable energy of somebody moving alongside them, parallel to them. The energy of somebody who had pursued them. Not those from the village—he had dealt with them—which meant it was the others, the main force.

“They’ve picked up our trail,” he informed Amara quietly, pitching his voice below Nora’s hearing. “Moving faster than expected.”

Amara’s expression remained composed, though her pace increased slightly. “What do you suggest?”

Callen calculated distances and terrain. “River crossing in four hours. If we reach it, we can use water to mask our trail.”

“And if they catch up before then?”

The answer remained unspoken between them. Callen had neutralized threatening forces before to protect them, though always at a distance, carefully concealed from Nora’s awareness. Direct confrontation with an enhanced tracker and military patrol would be different—messier, potentially visible to the child they sought to protect not just physically but psychologically.

“Let’s make sure they don’t,” he said finally.

They increased pace, Callen occasionally carrying Nora across difficult terrain to maintain speed. The dragon fragment continued its strange pulsing against his leg, as if responding to the pursuit. The drift seemed to fluctuate with proximity to the trackers, a concerning development he couldn’t address while in flight.

A worried thought occurred to him. What if Tarek had misled him about the fragment? Maybe they were using it to track them. But there were the notes he’d hidden. Callen had to believe that he had been telling the truth before he’d died, especially as he’d not detected anything unusual from him.

By midafternoon, thunder rumbled in the distance.

Amara looked up, eyes narrowing. “I don’t like the sound of that.”

“A storm might work to our advantage,” he said. “Rain will wash away tracks and scent trails. But first we need to reach the river crossing.”

Amara only nodded.

“Papa,” Nora said suddenly after they’d gone another hour or so, her small face turning up toward him as they paused on a rocky ridge overlooking a dense stretch of forest. The late afternoon sun filtered through the clouds gathering in the west, casting dappled shadows across the moss-covered stones and fallen logs that marked their path. Their surroundings had gradually shifted from the familiar farmlands surrounding Emberdale to wilder terrain—twisted trees with exposed roots clutching at the hillside, thick undergrowth that caught at their clothing, and the distant sound of running water promising the river that was their immediate goal. “Something is getting closer. I can feel them.”

“How do you know?” Amara asked carefully.

“It’s like a pulling feeling,” Nora explained, touching her chest. “From here. Getting stronger.”

It was almost as if she were describing something akin to the drift, but she shouldn’t have that ability. She was part Pyrin, and her tendency toward fire was not completely surprising, not considering what he had learned about the Pyrin and their abilities. Developing the drift was far rarer.

“We need to move faster,” he decided, lifting Nora into his arms despite her protests that she could walk.

“I’m not tired, Papa.”

“I know, little spark. But we need to reach the river before dark.” He situated her comfortably against his shoulder. “Tell me if the pulling feeling gets stronger, understand?”

She nodded solemnly, small fingers gripping his collar. “Is it because of my father? Is that why they’re chasing us?”

The directness of her question caught Callen unprepared. They had explained her Pyrin heritage, the need to conceal her fire abilities in a realm increasingly hostile to her father’s people. But they had never directly addressed why they lived in hiding, why they practiced escape routes, why they maintained fake names.

“I don’t know,” he said, looking at Amara.

The look on her face was unreadable. There were things about both of their pasts that they hadn’t talked about. She didn’t know the things he’d done—but suspected—and he didn’t know all of what she’d been involved in before her husband’s death. Enough to draw the notice of the Black Veil.

The forest began thinning as they approached the river valley, providing less cover but easier travel. The storm clouds had darkened the eastern sky, moving steadily in their direction. If they timed their crossing properly, the rain would obscure their trail shortly after the crossing.

His drift sense detected the patrol closing in—now perhaps an hour behind them. Still, he detected something unusual behind them, and while he was not entirely sure why, whatever pursued them seemed powerful. Black Veil, perhaps?

The others had not been. They might have had some training, but they were not Black Veil. What he sensed here made him question that, though. Maybe these pursuers were.

And what would I do if I know them?

He pushed those thoughts aside. It had been a long time since he had seen anyone he had known or trained with. It was unlikely that anybody would recognize him.

They reached the river as the first heavy raindrops began to fall. The shallow ford normally provided easy crossing, but recent mountain storms had swelled the waters to mid-thigh depth, with a swift current. Not impossible, but challenging, especially with Nora.

“I’ll carry her across,” Callen said while setting Nora down to secure their packs. “Then come back for you if needed.”

Amara shook her head. “No separation. No matter what.” Her determined expression brooked no argument.

Callen assessed the crossing. The water churned around exposed rocks, creating small eddies and unpredictable currents. The rain had already intensified, fat droplets striking the river surface and obscuring visibility. Under normal circumstances, they might have waited for better conditions, but their pursuit eliminated that option.

“Nora”—Callen crouched to meet her eyes—“I need you to hold very still on my back. No sudden movements, no matter what happens. Understand?”

She nodded. “I won’t move, Papa.”

He secured her with improvised straps fashioned from his belt and a length of rope, creating a makeshift harness that would keep her attached even if his grip failed. The packs he distributed between himself and Amara, balancing weight against mobility.

“Test each step before committing your weight,” he instructed Amara. “And if you start to slip⁠—”

“Lean into the current, not against it,” she finished. “I remember from when you prepared me the last time.”

He smiled to himself. So much preparation that he’d hoped they would never need. Now… now it was here. Now there was the need.

They waded in together, the cold shock of the water drawing a sharp breath from Amara and a small gasp from Nora. Callen felt the current immediately pulling at his legs, stronger than he’d anticipated. The riverbed stones shifted treacherously underfoot, rounded and slick with algae.

Halfway across, where the water reached mid-thigh on Callen and nearly to Amara’s waist, the current strengthened. Amara stumbled, catching herself on a submerged boulder. Her knuckles whitened as she gripped the slippery surface, fighting to maintain balance.

“Take my hand.” Callen extended his arm, stretching to reach her while keeping Nora secure.

Amara hesitated, pride warring with practicality. “I can manage.”

“This isn’t about capability,” he countered, voice raised against the increasing patter of rain and rush of water. “It’s about efficiency.”

She relented, grasping his offered hand. They moved in tandem now, a connected chain against the river’s push.

A flash of lightning illuminated the opposite bank, followed seconds later by a crack of thunder that made Nora flinch against Callen’s back. The momentary disruption to his balance sent him sliding on the riverbed, knee dipping below the surface as he fought to remain upright.

“Papa!” Nora’s voice carried fear, but true to her word, she remained still.

“We’re fine,” he assured her, regaining his footing. “Just a small slip.”

Amara’s face had gone pale, not from fear of the water but from exertion. The current taxed her more than she would admit, her breathing labored as she pressed forward. A lifetime of noble upbringing had instilled stubborn determination but had never required this kind of physical endurance.

Three-quarters across, disaster nearly struck.

Amara slipped suddenly, pitching sideways into the current. Callen’s grip on her hand tightened instantly, muscles straining as he countered the river’s pull. For a breathless moment, she disappeared beneath the surface, only their connected hands keeping her from being swept downstream.

With a surge of strength, Callen hauled her upward, his other arm maintaining Nora’s position on his back.

Amara emerged sputtering, hair plastered to her face.

“Almost there,” Callen said.

She nodded, clenching her jaw tightly.

The final stretch seemed to take forever, each step a battle against water and exhaustion. When Callen’s foot finally found the gradual slope of the opposite bank, relief washed through him. He helped Amara onto solid ground before carefully unbuckling Nora from his back.

They had nearly reached the tree line when Nora suddenly stiffened, her gaze fixed on the riverbank they’d left behind.

“Papa, they’re here,” she whispered, voice tight with fear, pointing.

He glanced over his shoulder as lightning split the sky, momentarily illuminating the entire valley. In that frozen instant, Callen’s blood ran cold. The figure leading the pursuit was a face he knew all too well—angular features, a precisely trimmed beard, and a distinctive scar bisecting the left eyebrow.

Krell.


Chapter Eight


A PARTNER BETRAYED


Of all the Black Veil they could have sent, they’d chosen his former training partner. The man who had once fought alongside him, who knew his techniques intimately, who had delighted in executing the missions Callen had grown to question.

“Nightshade!” Krell’s voice carried across the rushing water, somehow cutting through the storm’s rumble. “The years haven’t improved your technique.”

In the lightning’s harsh illumination, Callen saw Krell’s mouth twist into that familiar predatory smile—the same expression he’d worn when eliminating targets, the signature of a man who had found in sanctioned killing an outlet for darker impulses.

Krell signaled the soldiers. Two immediately dropped to one knee, crossbows leveling while others prepared water crossing equipment. Unlike Callen’s makeshift family, they had come prepared for every terrain. Despite the river, despite the storm, they would follow.

“Who is that?” Amara whispered as they reached the shelter of the trees.

“Someone I trained with,” Callen replied tersely, already calculating new escape routes. “Someone who tracks for pleasure, not just duty.”

Krell was more dangerous than any anonymous pursuer. He knew Callen’s methods, his strategies, his tendencies under pressure. Worse, unlike most Black Veil who maintained professional detachment, Krell took personal satisfaction in difficult hunts. He would view Callen’s evasion as a personal challenge—an entertainment to savor rather than a mission to complete.

“Can we lose him?” Amara asked, helping Nora over a fallen log.

“Not easily.” Callen guided them deeper into the forest. “But he has weaknesses. Overconfidence. Theatrical tendencies. He’ll draw out the hunt when he should end it quickly.”

A crossbow bolt thudded into a tree trunk inches from Callen’s head, answering his assessment. Krell could have ordered his men to fire a volley—potentially effective but lacking dramatic flair. Instead, the single shot served as both warning and taunt.

“Don’t look back,” Callen instructed, voice low but firm. “He wants us rattled, making mistakes.”

They pushed forward through the underbrush, rain now falling in blinding sheets that offered concealment but made progress treacherous. Callen led them on a winding path designed to confuse pursuit—doubling back, crossing their own trail, occasionally splitting briefly before rejoining.

As if summoned by the thought, another crossbow bolt whistled past, this one close enough that Callen felt the displacement of air against his cheek.

“I could end this quickly, Nightshade!” Krell called, closer now than Callen had realized. “But where’s the satisfaction in that? You taught me patience, remember? During the Thornfield extraction?”

Callen’s jaw tightened at the memory. Thornfield had been one of his last missions—a nobleman with dangerous political connections who needed to disappear quietly. Krell had been assigned as his secondary, eager and undisciplined. Callen had counseled patience, a methodical approach. He hadn’t realized then how Krell had interpreted those lessons—not as professional technique but as a way to extend the thrill of the hunt.

“He’s trying to get in your head,” Amara said, reading his expression.

“I know.”

But even as he said it, Callen realized Krell had already succeeded in one respect—he had forced them to abandon their original escape route. Krell was herding them, subtly directing their flight. Toward what destination were they being driven?

They ran until Nora’s breathing grew labored against his back. Only then did Callen slow, finding shelter beneath a massive fallen tree whose root system created a natural cavity. As they huddled in its partial protection, Amara checked Nora.

“Should we stay here until the worst of the storm passes? The crossing will be dangerous for them.”

He thought of Krell and what he knew of the man. He was clever, even when he had been subordinate.

“I don’t know. It might be too dangerous for us to linger. We should use every moment that we have to keep ahead of them. The storm provides some advantage for us, so we should take that advantage.”

He used the opportunity to check the dragon shell fragment, removing it carefully from his pocket. The surface gleamed despite the dim light, its curved shape fitting perfectly against his palm. It felt as if there was a stronger drift sense from it. Or maybe it was from within him. Either way, he felt a potency.

Callen closed his fingers around the fragment. There was power in it. He could feel it, even if he didn’t know if he could use it. “We should move soon. The rain will cover our trail, but we need distance before it stops.”

“Which direction?” Amara asked.

“Ironvale is the nearest option for resources. And there’s someone I know there who can help.” He just wasn’t sure he wanted to go to an old contact. But what choice did they have? “An old contact of mine who relocated there.”

“Are you sure?”

Callen sighed. “Not entirely. Last I heard, Wren was set up in a tavern in Ironvale.”

“What does that mean?”

“He’s a smuggler. The kind of man who hears things and can find things. And he owes me. Maybe…” He didn’t say that maybe Wren would help them find the Ashen Oath. He wasn’t sure if Wren knew anything about them, but he certainly knew that trusting that Wren would help was dangerous. Finding the Ashen Oath would be difficult. He knew so little about them.

Amara nodded, though concern shadowed her expression. “And if the Ashen Oath don’t exist? Or can’t help?”

“Then we keep moving,” Callen stated simply. “As we did until we settled in Emberdale.”

The answer didn’t satisfy either of them, but there were no other choices. Not after all they’d both sacrificed to get to this point. The patrol would report their escape. More trackers would follow. Their description would circulate among informants and bounty hunters. And perhaps even more of the Black Veil.

Three years of careful anonymity, shattered in a single day.

The rain began to slacken, thunder moving westward as the storm continued its path across the mountains. Callen checked their supplies, redistributing weight for maximum mobility. Amara prepared a small medicinal drink for Nora, fortified with herbs that would provide energy.

They had barely made it a hundred paces from their shelter when the drift sense flared in warning.

He spun, instinctively pushing Amara behind him as four shadows detached from the trees ahead.

“Keep moving,” he whispered to Amara. “Take Nora and circle west. I’ll delay them.”

“No separation,” Amara begged, her hand gripping his arm with surprising strength. “We agreed.”

Before Callen could argue, a familiar voice called from the shadows.

“Still playing protector, Nightshade?”

Krell stepped into a shaft of moonlight, his Black Veil insignia gleaming dully against his leather armor. Unlike his men, he wore no helmet, displaying his face openly—a taunt that said he expected no witnesses to survive. Four soldiers flanked him, not Black Veil but likely skilled fighters nonetheless.

“It’s been a long time,” Krell continued, his tone almost conversational. “Settling down has made you predictable.”

Callen positioned himself between Krell and his family, assessing options. The soldiers were spreading out. Two carried crossbows, the others short swords optimized for forest combat. All wore light armor that would resist casual blows but not targeted strikes to vulnerable joints.

Amara clutched Nora to her side, the girl’s eyes wide with fear that was remarkably controlled. She had learned well from their practice drills, showing none of the panic that would make her an easier target.

Callen’s mind raced. They were after Pyrin refugees—and likely wanted Nora. But the way Krell looked at him carried personal animosity that went beyond a simple capture mission.

“Nora,” Callen said without turning, keeping his gaze locked on Krell, “remember what we practiced? If something happens, you stay with your mother. No matter what you see or hear.”

“Yes, Papa,” came the small, steady reply.

The mercenary to Krell’s left shifted his weight subtly—a tell Callen recognized from countless encounters. Before the man could raise his crossbow, Callen was moving. He released a small throwing blade from his sleeve, catching the mercenary in the exposed gap between gorget and shoulder. The man dropped with a gurgled cry, crossbow firing uselessly into the forest floor.

The momentary distraction was all Callen needed. He lunged toward the nearest soldier, closing distance before the man could properly set his stance. A precise strike to the throat dropped him. Callen caught the falling short sword, pivoting to block an attack from the third mercenary.

“Take cover!” he shouted to Amara, who had already pulled Nora behind a massive oak, her attention never leaving the unfolding violence.

Krell had drawn his own blades—twin curved fighting knives that Callen recognized from their training days. “Village life has made you slow,” he called, circling to Callen’s flank while the remaining mercenary moved to Callen’s other side. “But some skills never fade, do they?”

The comment carried an undertone that suggested Krell knew more about Callen’s past three years than he should. How much had he uncovered?

And by protecting Amara and Nora, how much had Callen just revealed?

He didn’t waste breath responding. He feinted toward the mercenary, then reversed direction without warning, turning the movement into a spinning strike aimed at Krell’s midsection. Krell parried easily, the familiar rhythm of their training sessions resurfacing after years apart.

“You always did prefer a simple life,” Krell remarked, deflecting another strike. “Though I never imagined you as the family type.”

The fourth mercenary circled wide, trying to flank Amara and Nora. Callen saw the movement through his peripheral vision, calculating angles and distances. He couldn’t reach the man without exposing himself to Krell’s blades.

“Amara, move!” he shouted, throwing himself into a roll that brought him between the approaching mercenary and the others. The man’s blade scored across Callen’s shoulder, but the sacrifice positioned him to drive his borrowed sword upward through a gap in the mercenary’s armor. The man collapsed with a rattling exhalation.

Three down.

Blood flowed freely from Callen’s shoulder and Krell remained untouched, watching with amusement.

“Still willing to bleed for others,” Krell observed, leisurely closing the distance. “Some things never change.”

Callen wiped blood from his eyes, aware of Nora watching from behind the tree. Her face was pale in the moonlight, eyes wide as she witnessed the violence they had wanted to shield her from.

“What is this really about, Krell?” Callen demanded, steadying his breathing.

“Does it matter?” Krell replied, his expression unreadable. “You know how this ends.”

He attacked without warning, a flurry of strikes that forced Callen into defense.

One blade slipped past Callen’s guard, opening a shallow cut across his chest.

Another narrowly missed his throat as he twisted aside.

Callen fought through the pain, drawing on reserves of training that muscle memory had preserved despite disuse.

He landed a solid kick to Krell’s knee, creating momentary separation.

“Papa!” Nora’s cry distracted him for a crucial half-second.

Krell’s blade found the opening, slipping between Callen’s ribs. White-hot pain exploded through his side.

“This was inevitable,” Krell whispered, close enough that only Callen could hear, “from the moment you walked away.”

The comment struck Callen as odd. But there was no time to analyze it, as blood poured from the wound in his side.

With his remaining strength, Callen grabbed Krell’s wrist, locking them together. His other hand drove upward with the short sword, aiming for Krell’s unprotected neck.

Krell twisted away, the blade slicing his cheek instead of finding his throat. He staggered backward, momentarily shocked by the near miss.

“Run!” Callen shouted to Amara, using the distraction to stumble toward them. Blood soaked his side, each step an agony of will over failing flesh. “Now!”

Amara hesitated, seemingly torn between flight and him. Then she grabbed Nora’s hand, backing away toward the deeper forest.

Krell wiped blood from his face, his eyes darkening with fury. “Take the child,” he ordered the remaining soldiers who had caught up to the fight. “Kill the other. I’ll deal with him.”

“You know he needs to be⁠—”

“He won’t be a problem.”

Callen had to find a way to take care of Krell and hope Amara could keep ahead of the soldiers. There was no other way to help them.

Summoning his last reserves, Callen threw himself at Krell, sending them both tumbling down the steep, rocky slope they had been fighting near. They crashed through underbrush, Callen grimly holding on despite the excruciating pain.

Then Krell threw him free.

Callen fell, tumbling down rock. The world spun in a dizzying blur of pain and impact. He felt ribs crack against an outcropping. As consciousness began to fade, his last sight was of Krell high above him and looking down.

Callen tried to rise, to speak, to fight—but his body refused to obey.

Then darkness took him.


Chapter Nine


WOUNDS AND REVELATIONS


Pain was Callen’s first awareness. Not the controlled pain of training or the expected pain of combat, but the deep, radiating agony of serious injury. He forced his eyes open, blinking against dried blood that had crusted his right eyelid shut. The forest canopy spun above him, dappled light filtering through leaves that shouldn’t be moving so chaotically.

He tried to sit up and immediately regretted it. Fire lanced through his side where a blade had found the gap in his defenses. His hand moved instinctively to assess the damage, expecting the warm wetness of fresh blood, but found instead the tight binding of bandages.

“Don’t move.” Amara’s voice came from somewhere behind him. “I’ve stopped the bleeding, but the wound will reopen if you’re careless.”

Her tone was flat, clinical. The voice of a practiced healer, not a desperate mother. That worried him more than his injuries.

“Nora?” he asked, though he already knew the answer.

Silence answered him before Amara appeared in his field of vision, kneeling beside him. Her face was a mask of controlled devastation—eyes hollow with shock and something deeper, a cut along her cheekbone already treated with her own healing salve, hair fallen from its careful braid.

“They took her,” she said simply.

Memories came back to him. He had not been enough. Krell had overpowered him. After all his time in the village, time spent working at a forge rather than training and fighting, he’d gotten rusty—and Nora had paid for it.

The fact that he was alive…

It was a message. But it was more than just a message.

He’d gotten away, as had Amara, but they’d taken Nora.

And while Nora might not have been Krell’s target—increasingly, Callen had come to realize that his old friend had come for him, rather than for Nora—now that she had been taken, he had to do whatever he could to get her back. It was his fault, after all.

“Krell,” he muttered, the name tasting like ash in his mouth.

“You recognized him.” Not a question.

Callen closed his eyes briefly, gathering strength. “Former Black Veil. We… trained together.”

He didn’t add the rest—that he’d once considered Krell the closest thing to a friend the Black Veil permitted. That he’d personally taught him specialized techniques of the drift for assassination, though he was never as skilled with the drift. That Krell had been his backup on the Ashen Valley operation, the one who’d expressed no remorse over slaughtered civilians.

“Again,” Commander Stark ordered from the edge of the training circle.

Sweat dripped from Callen’s face as he reset his stance. Across from him, Krell grinned, eyes alive with the thrill of combat despite the bruise darkening along his jawline. They had been sparring for nearly two hours, their tenth session together that week.

“Ready to yield?” Krell asked, spinning a practice blade with casual expertise.

“You haven’t landed a clean strike yet,” Callen replied, his voice neutral despite Krell’s attempt to provoke him. The man was always like that during a fight, but he would be different afterward.

“Your fundamentals are solid,” Stark commented, circling them. “But a predictable fighter is a dead fighter. Improvise. Adapt. Find the pattern, then break it.”

They engaged again, blades meeting in a flurry of practiced movements. Callen sensed the subtle shift in Krell’s weight before his opponent launched a spinning attack. Instead of countering directly, Callen dropped low, sweeping Krell’s legs from beneath him.

Krell crashed to the mat, his practice blade skittering away. Before he could recover, Callen’s blade rested at his throat. He pulled it back with a smile and extended his hand to help Krell up, but his sparring partner ignored it, rising on his own.

“Luck,” Krell muttered, but the flush of his face belied his growing frustration.

“Not luck,” Stark said. “Observation. Callen anticipated your movement before you committed to it.” He turned to Callen. “Your sensitivity from the drift gives you an advantage in close combat. You sense shifts in your opponent’s posture, allowing you to counter before their attack fully develops. That power is unique and can be useful so that we don’t lose more to…”

He didn’t finish, but Callen understood. He didn’t know all that Stark had been through, but knew he’d lost something to the Pyrin. It was part of the reason he pushed as hard as he did. Why he pushed for skill and, in some ways, chased power.

Pride flickered briefly before he suppressed it. Emotions were distractions.

“That’s hardly fair,” Krell said, retrieving his blade. “Using the drift during sparring.”

“Fair?” Stark’s voice hardened. “There is no fair in what we do. There is only alive or dead.” He turned to Krell. “Instead of complaining about his advantages, perhaps you should focus on developing your own.”

Krell swallowed hard. “Let’s go again,” he said.

Stark nodded. “Persistence. Good. One more match.”

And it had been one more, that day. Many more had followed. They had been mostly even at first, but the drift had always given him an advantage.

Until now.

He had been complacent. And now Krell had Nora.

He squeezed his eyes shut. “You should have let me die.” The words slipped out before he could contain them.

Amara’s hand struck his uninjured cheek with unexpected force. “Don’t you dare,” she hissed, composure cracking. “My daughter is out there in the hands of murderers, and you think I have the luxury of your self-pity?”

The pain of her slap was nothing compared to the truth it carried. Callen forced himself to focus, to assess, to plan. Professional habits refused to die, even when they served a heart shattered by failure.

“How long?” he asked.

“Nearly seven hours,” Amara said, control reasserting itself. “They left at sunset. It’s past midnight now.”

Seven hours. Too long, given the resources at the disposal of someone like Krell. Standard Black Veil extraction protocols would have them miles away, possibly with transport waiting. But for what purpose?

He’d wanted Callen—not Nora.

So what is he drawing me into?

“How did we survive?” The Krell he knew left no witnesses, especially not former brothers who could identify him.

“I dragged you away. Once they had Nora, there wasn’t anything I could do on my own other than get taken as well. Keeping you alive is the only way I have of getting my daughter back.”

Her daughter.

He had to stop thinking of Nora as anything more to him. He had created an illusion—a comfortable one, yes, but an illusion nonetheless. That had given them a measure of safety. It had let him feel like he was making amends for what he had done, but maybe he really couldn’t.

“He was after me,” he said, meeting her gaze. “The timing was coincidental.”

She shook her head. “There are no coincidences. Not with this. And now he has Nora. What can you tell me about him?”

“Just that he is dangerous. Deadly. And I think he’s going to use her to draw me out.”

“Draw you where?”

He thought about what Krell would try to do and how he would use him. There had to be something to what he was after that he could find, shouldn’t there be? Tied somehow to some old job, perhaps, or to what he owed to the Black Veil.

“I don’t know. Once I’m well enough, I’ll track her.”

“And then?”

“And then we get her back.” No matter the cost. If it meant that he had to sacrifice himself to get her back, then he would. He would keep her safe. It was a promise he had made to Nora.

Amara didn’t press, though the question lingered in her eyes. Instead, she helped him sit upright, her healer’s hands checking his bandages. “You lost a lot of blood,” she said. “The blade missed vital organs, but only just. You have three broken ribs, a dislocated shoulder I’ve reset, and a concussion. You shouldn’t be moving at all.”

“How do you know how to do all of this?” He looked over at her. “This isn’t simple healing you did to me. This is⁠—”

“My mother made sure I could handle any injuries that came to me,” she said. “Regardless of how they occurred.”

There was more to this woman than he’d known. But then, he’d seen that, hadn’t he? The easy way she’d transitioned to life in a village, so far away from the nobility and wealth she would have known. Never complaining. Serving the village, not just living there.

“And you? How bad are your injuries?”

“Superficial,” she said, though the careful way she held her left arm suggested otherwise. “I’ve treated what matters.”

The practicality in her voice was new—a hardness forged in the flames of Nora’s abduction. Gone was the careful healer who agonized over village children’s fevers. In her place stood someone closer to the noble daughter who had once stolen incriminating documents from her own father and fled into the night with a man who had been sent to kill her.

Callen reached into his pocket, expecting to find the shell fragment gone, but his fingers closed around its familiar smoothness.

“Callen—”

“If it helps me find her, then I’ll take the risk,” he said.

He held it, this time intentionally hoping for a more vibrant and intense reaction. He needed something closer to what he had experienced with the bell. And as he held onto it, he felt a sudden, faint but unmistakable, sense of Nora. Northeast, toward the mountains.

Toward Ironvale.

“I can sense her,” he said, his voice tight.

Amara’s head snapped up, hope flaring in her eyes before caution tamped it down. “How is that possible? You’ve never been able to detect anything at such distance before.”

“The fragment,” Callen said, holding it up. The surface caught the moonlight, refracting it in patterns too regular to be natural.

He remembered the job he’d taken, one where he’d seen something similar.

Retrieve the artifact. No witnesses.

The instructions had been clear.

The egg, if that was what it was, had been larger than he’d expected. Its surface had a strange shimmery quality that seemed to shift colors even in the dim light. And when his fingers brushed the shell, it had felt like the world exploded. Every nerve in his body had ignited at once. The drift surged through him like lightning, and something seemed almost as if it recognized him. For a heartbeat that stretched into eternity, Callen had felt everything—the sleeping guards, the night creatures in the forest, the distant mountains, all vibrating in patterns he suddenly understood were alive.

What he needed was that—but with control.

“Can you track her?” Amara asked.

She’d seen Tarek. She knew the risk if he tried to make a connection.

But this was for Nora.

“She’s there, but it’s intermittent,” Callen said. “The connection fades in and out. But it’s better than nothing.”

He had to lean on a nearby tree for support. Pain ripped through his side, and he had to stay upright through a sheer force of will. It was difficult. And more than that, he felt weakened in a way he had not been in a long time. Amara watched him with a healer’s critical eye, clearly noting every wince and labored breath.

“You’ll tear the sutures,” she said.

“Then you’ll redo them,” he replied, testing his weight. His body protested, but held. “We need to move.”

“Not until I redress your wounds and you eat something.” The firmness in her voice allowed no argument. “A few minutes of preparation will save hours of delay if you collapse from blood loss.”

Callen allowed her to check his bandages, watching as she worked.

“Your mother taught you this?” he asked as she applied a pungent salve to his wound.

“She did. She believed I should know how to treat injuries without servants present. Especially political ones.”

Another piece of her past Callen hadn’t known. Three years together, maintaining the façade of family, and still they had kept parts of themselves hidden from each other. Necessity, perhaps, but in this moment, it felt like a failure of trust.

As if reading his thoughts, Amara spoke without looking up from her task. “My mother died when I was sixteen. Officially, it was a riding accident.” She sucked in a sharp sigh as she secured the fresh bandage. “Let’s just say my father’s political ambitions didn’t always align with her moral principles.”

He didn’t know all of the details that she had gotten herself involved in, just some basics of the politics, though he wondered if perhaps he should probe. Now that he felt responsible for what had happened to Nora, he wasn’t sure he felt as if he were in a place to probe.

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

“It was a long time ago.” Amara handed him a water skin and a small packet of dried meat and travel bread. “Eat. You need strength.”

While he ate, she gathered their scattered supplies, salvaging what remained after the ambush. Their packs had been ransacked, essential items taken, but enough remained for basic survival. Amara had evidently spent part of the time he’d been unconscious organizing what they had left.

Callen attempted to assess their position, closing his eyes a moment as he did. When he opened them, Amara watched him.

“How far?” she asked.

“I don’t know. They’ve got hours of a head start on us. And we’re injured. Or I am.”

“Can you travel?” The question was direct. She needed facts, not reassurances.

“Yes,” Callen answered simply. They both knew it was partially a lie—his injuries should have confined him to bed rest for days—but it was also the only possible answer. Every hour increased the distance between them and Nora.

The fragment pulsed in his pocket as they began moving, setting a direction through the darkened forest. They traveled through the night, using the moonlight to navigate the increasingly difficult terrain. The forest gradually thinned as they moved northeast, giving way to rockier ground that signaled the approach of the mining territories.

By dawn, Callen’s strength was failing. The blood loss and exertion took their toll, no matter his determination. When he stumbled for the third time in as many minutes, Amara finally called a halt.

“Two hours,” she said, helping him to a sheltered overhang where they could rest hidden from any patrols. “You’re no good to Nora dead.”

He couldn’t argue. As Amara checked his wounds—reopened, as she’d predicted—Callen closed his fist around the shell fragment. Once again, there was a potent surge of power. He felt it in ways he had not before. It left him unstable for just a moment, but with it, his awareness extended far beyond what would have been possible.

The world exploded into intricate patterns of the drift. He could sense the forest around them in detail: the insects burrowing beneath rotting logs, the heartbeats of nesting birds high in the canopy, the subtle movement of sap through ancient trees. Each living thing pulsed with its own unique signature, creating a symphony of life that extended far beyond his normal range.

And distantly—faintly—he felt her.

“They’re moving her toward the mountains.”

Callen felt himself pitching forward, the fragment falling from his grasp as consciousness slipped away. The last thing he registered was Amara lunging to catch him, her face tight with alarm as his enhanced senses collapsed back into darkness.

“This will help with the pain and give you strength,” she explained as she applied something to his wounds with careful fingers. “But it’s not healing you. It’s borrowing from strength you don’t have. When it wears off, you’ll be worse than before.”

“How long will it last?”

“Eight hours. Perhaps ten with your constitution.” She worked methodically, her touch professional yet somehow conveying more. “Hopefully long enough to reach…”

He looked up, meeting her gaze. Long enough to reach Nora, although he suspected she knew it wouldn’t be.

As the medicine began taking effect, warmth spreading from his wounds and dulling the pain to manageable levels, Callen found himself studying her with new awareness. The focused intensity as she prepared additional medicines. The controlled breathing that spoke of practiced discipline rather than natural calm. The way she checked her own injuries with detachment.

“Your father didn’t just teach you politics, did he?” Callen asked.

Amara glanced up, her expression flat. “House Selwyn has always understood that knowledge means survival.”

“And you didn’t want to tell me?”

Amara’s expression shifted, something complicated passing across her features. “For the same reason you never fully explained your Black Veil training to me. Some skills are best demonstrated only when necessary.”

The truth of this hung between them—the careful boundaries they’d maintained despite years together, the parts of themselves kept separate despite their shared purpose. Necessary compartmentalization, perhaps, but now a potential liability.

“No more secrets,” Callen said. “Not if we’re going to save Nora.”

Amara studied him for a long moment, as if weighing consequences. “No more secrets,” she said finally. “I will do everything to save my daughter. And… and I know you will too. Let’s start with that.”

She watched him, and for a moment, he felt like reaching for her, taking her hand, telling her it would all be all right, but he knew that had to be the medicine having taken full effect, his pain receding to a distant awareness rather than immediate agony. He rose carefully, testing his strength and finding it improved beyond expectation. Amara’s skills with compounds exceeded Black Veil field medicine.

“Time to move,” he said, noting the position of the sun. Their two-hour rest had stretched closer to three.

He debated using the fragment again but knew better than to risk the weakness that would come with it. And so he avoided it. Still, he thought of what he had felt, that faint tremble of sense that left him aware of Nora’s presence. And he closed his eyes briefly.

“We’re coming, little spark,” he whispered, words meant for himself as much as for her. “Hold on.”


Chapter Ten


THE ROAD TO IRONVALE


The first rays of early morning dawn split the eastern sky as Callen and Amara continued their journey. Though Amara’s medicinal salve had granted Callen temporary relief from the worst of his pain, his injuries made themselves known with each step he took. The terrain grew increasingly rugged as they approached the foothills where his flash of power had most recently detected Nora.

“I think we need to adjust course,” Callen said, pausing at a rocky outcropping that offered a clear view of the valley below.

Morning mist still clung to the lower elevations, wrapping around the three small settlements that dotted the landscape. Closest to them, maybe half a day’s journey, lay Rivenalt—little more than a cluster of wooden buildings surrounding a water mill, its wheel turning lazily in the current of a winding stream. Thin columns of smoke rose from morning cooking fires, the settlement just beginning to stir with daily activity.

Farther northeast, where the valley narrowed between two ridges, the mining hamlet of Copperton squatted against the hillside. Even from this distance, Callen could make out the dark smudge of the smelter’s smoke and the regular movement of ore carts along the tramway that connected the mines to the settlement.

And beyond, where the valley opened up again at the confluence of two rivers, stood Ironvale proper. The town sprawled across both banks, connected by a massive stone bridge—a relic from more prosperous times. Its walls, though not as imposing as those of a true city, still offered protection greater than the surrounding settlements.

Between the settlements, farmland gave way to increasingly wild terrain—copses of twisted trees, rocky outcroppings, and the occasional abandoned homestead.

“How far?”

“Two days, if we push hard. Once there, we gather information, acquire supplies, maybe we can even find others willing to help.”

Amara adjusted her pack, the motion carefully controlled to hide the wince as it pulled at her injured arm. She said nothing, only nodding her agreement.

They descended into the valley. Callen kept his senses extended, monitoring for pursuit or patrols, but found nothing. There were no further flashes of unstable power that rolled through him, either, which he figured was a good thing.

As they walked, Callen noted subtle changes in Amara’s movements—the careful control of her breathing, the occasional flexing of her fingers when she thought he wasn’t looking. She had dismissed her injuries as superficial, but he suspected they were more severe than she’d admitted.

“Your arm,” he said during a brief rest near a small stream. The clear water had been cool, tasting a bit of metal. “Can I see it?”

“It’s fine,” she said.

“We said no more secrets.”

After a moment’s resistance, Amara reluctantly pushed up her sleeve, revealing a deep gash extending from elbow to mid-forearm. She had stitched it up and covered it with a hasty bandage.

“It’s managed,” she said, already pulling the sleeve back down. “I’ve treated it with antiseptic herbs. It won’t slow us down.”

The stubborn set of her jaw was the same expression Nora wore when she was determined to prove herself. That resemblance dabbed at his heart, tempting him to use the fragment again.

“We should change the dressing at least,” he said, reaching for her pouch. “Infection can be as deadly as any blade.”

She allowed this compromise, watching as he carefully applied fresh salve and bandaging.

“Where did you learn field medicine?” she asked, breaking the silence that had fallen between them.

“Black Veil training included basic wound care,” Callen replied, focusing on his work. “Survival sometimes depended on treating one’s own injuries.”

“And the gentleness?”

The question caught him off guard. “My mother used to treat my wounds like that.” He looked up, meeting her gaze. “Boys tend to get into trouble, and trouble leads to injuries. My family didn’t have much money, and certainly not enough to afford a healer. So my mother was my healer.”

“And you got into trouble?”

“More than my share,” he said with a smile.

Amara studied him with new interest. “You’ve never mentioned your parents before.”

“There was never reason to.” He secured the bandage with a small knot. “They died when I was young. My father in military service, my mother from fever shortly after. My sister raised me until…” Until she couldn’t. Then he’d gone off to serve in the military, made something of a name for himself, so that when the Black Veil had come for him, he’d been open to it.

“I’m sorry,” Amara said quietly.

Callen merely nodded, rising to his feet and offering a hand to help her up. This sharing of personal history was unfamiliar and uncomfortable. He had his reasons for keeping such things to himself. Privacy had been protective. Not only when training with the Black Veil, but even while on the run, hiding with Amara. That was how they’d stayed hidden.

Until we weren’t.

They’d known it was not going to last, but that didn’t make the sudden change in their circumstances any easier. Though he might deny it, he’d enjoyed the steady rhythm of his days. The time at the forge. The life that he’d finally had a chance to live.

All that was gone.

Callen pushed those thoughts aside.

They resumed their journey, the sun climbing higher as they navigated rocky terrain interspersed with patches of sparse forest. By midday, they reached a worn trade road. Using the drift, he could tell it would lead toward Ironvale, but it posed some danger as well. Faster travel didn’t mean safer.

“We can follow it but keep to the treeline,” Callen said. “Move parallel rather than directly on the path. If we spot travelers, we should withdraw until they pass.”

The sky darkened with afternoon storm clouds, the same weather system that had aided their river crossing now catching up to them again. The first drops of rain had just begun to fall when Callen’s drift sense detected movement ahead—the distinctive rhythmic patterns of mounted soldiers patrolling the road.

He signaled to Amara, both of them moving into the underbrush at the forest’s edge. Through the trees, they could make out a squad of six riders wearing gray and blue uniforms. “Sturmov security,” he said to her. He’d had some experience with them during his time with the Black Veil.

“Think they’re looking for us?” Amara whispered.

“Krell left us, so maybe? This could just be a patrol. Sturmov controls most territories between here and Ironvale. The Lord Regent essentially gave him these lands in exchange for supplying him with weapons during the purge.” A small expense to someone like Sturmov, and he profited more than tenfold from the mines in these lands. “They’ll probably have checkpoints on all major roads.”

Once the patrol was safely distant, they continued their journey. The rain intensified, making travel that much more uncomfortable. What he wouldn’t give to be back in Emberdale, working the forge, playing at annoyance as Nora interrupted as she often did…

Callen pushed those thoughts out of his mind. They would do no good here.

Focus on the task at hand.

By late afternoon, Callen felt the medicine’s effects waning, pain seeping back into every step. Amara, too, showed signs of slowing, though she said nothing.

“We need to rest,” he said, but the exposed terrain offered few options.

She nodded and they continued on until she pointed to a rocky outcropping ahead. “That might provide cover.”

Upon closer inspection, they discovered what was an abandoned building built against the rock face, half collapsed, but still offering more protection than the open forest. Maybe some trapper’s cabin. He checked carefully, confirming it was empty before they both went in. Inside, they found a small hearth, some discarded tools, and enough remaining structure to keep out the worst of the rain.

“We should try to dry our clothes,” Amara said.

They worked in silence, Amara preparing a small fire using the driest materials they could find while Callen arranged their meager belongings to make the shelter as functional as possible. Once the fire caught, its warm glow lighting the small space, they allowed themselves to truly rest for the first time since the ambush. Amara unwrapped a small portion of travel bread—a surprise that had been overlooked by Krell’s men.

“Here,” she said, breaking it and passing half to Callen. “Not much, but it will help.”

As they ate, Callen removed the shell fragment from his pocket, studying it in the firelight. The piece was no larger than his palm, curved like a section of eggshell, but impossibly hard. Its surface shifted colors as it caught the light—deep emerald giving way to midnight blue, then flashing with hints of gold along its jagged edges. Tiny, intricate patterns covered its surface, reminiscent of scales yet more complex, like text in an unknown language. The firelight seemed to sink into the fragment rather than reflect off it, creating the unsettling impression of depth beyond its physical dimensions. Most striking was how it felt warm to the touch, pulsing with subtle vibrations that aligned with Callen’s heartbeat.

“May I?” Amara asked, extending her hand.

Callen hesitated only briefly before passing it to her. Their fingers brushed during the exchange and a bit of a smile flashed in her eyes before she turned her attention to the fragment.

Amara examined the shell, turning it carefully. “I’ve never seen anything like it before. You really think it’s dragon shell?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. There’s power in it, so… probably, I guess.”

“There hasn’t been a dragon for…”

“Centuries,” he finished. “According to rumor.” He smiled at that. “And probably longer.” He might have seen scales, and there were stories of the great bone collection in the far south, but all of that was little more than a story.

Amara’s eyes darkened, her fingers tracing the curved edge of the fragment. “Kiran once told me about Pyrin legends—that dragons didn’t vanish, they merely retreated.” Her voice softened. “The night before he left for the capital, he showed me ancient texts suggesting a connection between dragonblood and Pyrin lineages.” She closed her eyes briefly, the memory clearly painful. “Those were just stories, though. Nothing that my daughter should have been caught up in.”

“We’ll get her back,” he said, the promise mostly to himself.

“And then what?” Amara asked. “Where do we go? What life can we possibly give her now?”

Callen had no answer. Their carefully constructed existence had been a lie—and a temporary one at that. Emberdale was lost to them. More than that, he knew Nora deserved more. Better than to waste away in Emberdale.

“First, we reach Ironvale. Then we find allies. Then we rescue Nora.” He met her gaze. “After that… we’ll figure it out together.”

The word together hung in the air between them, carrying more weight than he’d intended. Now he couldn’t take it back. Do I even want to? They had been necessary partners, maintaining careful boundaries despite their pretense of family. But now he couldn’t imagine not having them around.

Amara held his gaze for a long moment before nodding. “Together.”

The rain continued outside, drumming against what remained of the hut’s roof. Every so often, he would test the shell, and at one point, he even took a risk of trying to use the strange power that lingered in it, if only so that he could test to see if Nora was still moving—and she was not. She was no closer, but thankfully no farther either.

When morning arrived, they set out again. The rain had stopped during the night, leaving behind mist that clung to the valley, and they forced themselves to move quickly. He ignored the pain from injuries and inadequate rest. By midday, they reached a vantage point that offered their first glimpse of Ironvale in the distance: a sprawling settlement nestled in a natural pass. It was still quite a ways away, but maybe they could get help — and answers.

“Sturmov territory,” Callen said. “Their flags fly from every major building. The main gate will have security checks. Hopefully we can sneak in.”

“That’s your plan? Hopefully?”

“I had an assignment here on two separate occasions. I should be able to remember the layout of the settlement. But we are going to need to get new clothing before we go inside. My injuries, and the trouble that we’ve been through, is going to draw attention if we’re not careful. And we need to avoid drawing attention.”

Their clothes were torn and bloodstained, their injuries poorly concealed. Even in a rough mining town like Ironvale, they would stand out.

By late afternoon, they reached the outskirts of Rivenalt. The small settlement was more active than it had appeared from a distance, with traders and farmers moving between buildings. The water mill’s great wheel turned steadily, powering a series of grinding stones that hummed with the drift Callen could feel even at this distance.

“We’ll circle around to the eastern side,” Callen said, studying the layout. “There’s a clothesline behind that last cottage. Less chance of being spotted there.”

Amara nodded, scanning the settlement with the wariness of someone who had spent years in hiding. “Are those soldiers guarding the bridge?” she asked, pointing to two uniformed men checking travelers as they crossed.

“Sturmov security, I suspect. Not soldiers. Dangerous enough. Keep your head down and stay close to me.”

They skirted the perimeter of Rivenalt, using the lengthening shadows as cover. Callen extended the drift sense, mapping the movement patterns of guards and villagers alike. Most residents were concentrated near the center of the settlement, where a small market appeared to be winding down for the day.

As they approached the eastern cottages, Callen detected four distinct signatures inside the nearest dwelling—likely a family finishing their evening meal. Outside, laundry flapped in the breeze, simple but serviceable clothing that would help them blend in.

“Wait here,” he whispered to Amara, pointing to a cluster of bushes. “I’ll grab what we need.”

She caught his arm. “Be careful.”

Callen moved silently across the open ground, his Black Veil training allowing him to time his movements with the natural sounds around them: a dog barking in the distance, the creak of the mill wheel, the clatter of dishes from within the cottage. He selected items quickly: a worn but sturdy shirt and trousers for himself, a simple dress and shawl for Amara. As he reached for the final piece—a headscarf that would help conceal Amara’s distinctive features—he froze after taking it.

A subtle change in the drift pattern from the cottage alerted him seconds before the door swung open. A woman stepped out, carrying a basket for the remaining laundry. Callen dropped to a crouch behind a rain barrel, clothing clutched to his chest. The woman hummed as she worked, seemingly oblivious to his presence just a few yards away.

Then the fragment in his pocket pulsed with unexpected warmth. The sensation crawled up his arm, the drift abilities suddenly heightening beyond his control. The world around him sharpened into painful clarity—he could feel the individual bootfalls of guards across the settlement, the flutter of a bird’s wings overhead, the woman’s heartbeat accelerating as something caught her attention.

She turned, looking directly at the rain barrel.

“Who’s there?” she called, taking a step forward.

Callen remained perfectly still, controlling his breathing as he battled the overwhelming influx of sensory information. The fragment’s energy continued to surge through him, and instinctively he channeled it outward—not knowing what would happen, only that he needed to remain hidden.

The woman paused, her expression shifting from alarm to confusion. She blinked several times, then shook her head as if clearing an unwelcome thought. Turning back to the clothesline, she gathered the remaining items and returned to the cottage, the door shutting firmly behind her.

Callen exhaled slowly, the heightened drift fading as quickly as it had come. He glanced down at his hand, which had been gripping the fragment through his pocket. A faint blue luminescence showed through the fabric, dimming as he watched.

He made his way back to Amara, who stared at him with wide eyes.

“Your outline… it blurred,” she whispered. “Like looking through water. What did you do?”

“I’m not sure,” he said, handing her the clothing. “The fragment reacted somehow. The woman looked right at me but couldn’t see me clearly.”

Amara accepted the dress and shawl, studying him. “Is it safe to use it that way? Especially after what you saw of Tarek.”

“I have no idea what’s safe anymore. But to get Nora, I’m willing to do whatever I need.” He gestured toward a copse of trees. “Let’s change quickly. We need to move through the settlement before full dark brings the night patrol.”

They changed in silence, burying their old clothes beneath fallen leaves. The borrowed garments were rough but clean, transforming them from obvious fugitives to unremarkable travelers. Amara wrapped the headscarf around her hair.

“Now what?” she asked as they surveyed the settlement from the edge of the trees.

“Security are watching the main bridge,” Callen replied. “But there’s a secondary crossing—a footbridge used by the mill workers. It’s narrow, but serviceable.”

They moved cautiously into Rivenalt. Callen kept his drift sense extended, monitoring the guards’ movements while maintaining a careful distance. The settlement’s single street wound past the mill and several small shops, most already closed for the evening.

As they approached the center of Rivenalt, Amara suddenly stiffened beside him. Callen followed her gaze to a small group gathered near the well—three men and a woman, their features partially obscured by hooded cloaks.

“Pyrin,” Amara whispered. “Those four by the well.”

Callen studied them carefully. The copper-toned skin visible at their wrists and throats was characteristic of Pyrin heritage, as were the amber eyes of the woman when she briefly glanced in their direction. They spoke in hushed tones.

“What are they doing here?” Callen asked. “Rivenalt isn’t known for being welcoming to Pyrin folk.”

Before Amara could respond, shouts erupted from the direction of the bridge. Four Sturmov guards were moving through the settlement. The Pyrin group quickly dispersed, moving down a side alley.

“We need to follow them,” Amara said.

Callen hesitated. Because Nora’s sense had faded, he wasn’t sure what choice they had.

“Let’s just be careful.”

They altered course, slipping between buildings to follow the retreating Pyrin group. The alley wound behind several structures before opening onto a small clearing where two covered wagons waited, hitched and ready for departure. The Pyrin people checked harnesses while speaking in their native tongue—a language Callen recognized but couldn’t understand.

Amara, however, was nodding slightly as she listened.

“They’re heading north along a hidden path,” she whispered. “They mentioned a camp in the eastern foothills before Ironvale.”

Callen considered this. “I wonder if they brought Nora there.”

A sharp whistle cut through the air—the signal of approaching guards.

“They’ll be arrested,” Amara said, her voice tight with concern. “Or worse.”

Callen’s hand moved to the fragment in his pocket. Its energy pulsed beneath his fingers, responding to his agitation. “I might be able to buy them time.”

He stepped forward, squeezing the shell, and felt a strange response deep inside of himself. The drift radiated outward, only this time it felt different, solid in a way that he hadn’t felt before.

Two Sturmov guards appeared along the street, their torches casting long shadows. They paused, looking directly toward the clearing, but their expressions remained unfocused, confused.

“Could’ve sworn I saw movement back here,” one muttered.

“Nothing but wagons and shadows,” the other replied, squinting. “This damn mist plays tricks on the eyes.”

Callen released his hold on the fragment, sagging slightly as the energy receded. Whatever he’d done had cost him—his wounds throbbed with renewed pain, and a dull headache pounded behind his eyes. He started to stumble, but Amara was there, guiding him off the street and into the shadows of the village.

“Whatever you did worked,” she said, a question lingering unasked in her gaze. “They got moving before the soldiers got here.”

“Good. I need to rest.”

“Nora?”

He shook his head. “I haven’t felt anything from her for a while now. The last time…”

“Then we follow the Pyrin people. See if they can show us anything. And if not… I can’t lose her, Callen. Not after all I’ve been through.”

Callen took a deep breath. “I know. If we can’t find her, we go to Ironvale and start asking questions. We will find her.”

He just wished he felt as confident as he tried to sound.


Chapter Eleven


UNEXPECTED CONNECTIONS


The Pyrin refugees moved quickly. Callen and Amara followed at a distance, careful to remain hidden within the deepening shadows. The wagons rolled quietly along what appeared to be little more than a game trail, veering east away from the main road toward Ironvale. Without torches or lanterns, the group navigated by moonlight filtering through scattered clouds along a road that would be dangerous even in daylight.

“They’ve done this before,” he murmured to Amara as they paused behind a cluster of boulders.

Amara nodded, her expression unreadable beneath the borrowed headscarf. “The woman gave hand signals I recognize.”

Callen glanced at her, another piece of her hidden knowledge revealing itself. Before he could question further, the wagons halted in a small clearing ringed by ancient oak trees. The Pyrin group set up a perimeter before one carefully lit a covered lantern, shielding its glow from casual observation.

“We should approach now, while they’re settling,” Amara whispered. “Less likely to be startled into violence.”

“Or we could observe longer, ensure it’s not a trap,” Callen said.

Amara’s expression hardened. “These could be people who know where they would bring Nora. Every moment we delay⁠—”

“Could be our last if we’re careless,” Callen finished, but he recognized the futility of the argument. Nothing would stop Amara from pursuing any lead to her daughter. “Stay behind me. And if I signal retreat⁠—”

“I know,” she said, already moving forward.

They approached the clearing deliberately, making enough noise to announce their presence without startling the group. The reaction was immediate—the lantern disappeared and Callen’s drift sense detected the distinctive vibration of weapons being drawn.

“We mean no harm,” Amara said softly in the Pyrin tongue.

A tense silence followed before a female voice responded from the darkness. “Who approaches and why?”

“Travelers seeking information,” Amara answered, still in Pyrin language before switching to common. “About those who were taken.”

Another pause, longer this time, filled with whispered consultation. Finally, the lantern reappeared, illuminating the woman Callen had noticed earlier. Up close, her eyes held the intensity of banked flames, and a jagged scar on her neck.

“Come forward,” she commanded. “Slowly. Hands visible.”

They complied, stepping into the lantern’s glow with palms raised. The Pyrin group had arranged themselves defensively—the woman and an older man in front, while the two younger men maintained positions that would allow quick flanking movements if needed.

The woman studied them with calculated assessment, her gaze lingering on Callen’s poorly concealed injuries before shifting to Amara.

“You speak our tongue,” she observed, “but you are not Pyrin.”

“No,” Amara admitted. “But my daughter is half Pyrin. She was taken two days ago by forces we believe are connected to Sturmov.”

The revelation rippled through the group. The older man stepped forward, his silver-streaked hair gleaming in the dim light. His copper-toned skin was weathered by years of exposure, deep lines etched around eyes that held the same amber intensity as the woman’s.

“I am Sarral,” he said, his common tongue carrying the melodic cadence characteristic of Pyrin speakers. “This is Jessa.” He indicated the woman. “What happened to your daughter?”

Callen kept his stance relaxed while monitoring the two younger men who maintained their guard positions. “The leader of the group that took her had connections to the Black Veil,” he said, watching their reactions.

The name Black Veil triggered an immediate change in posture from Jessa—a subtle shift to a combat-ready stance that spoke of professional training.

“And how would you recognize such connections?” she asked, hand dropping to the knife at her belt.

Amara moved slightly forward, her voice steady. “Because he was one, once. Before he chose to protect us instead.”

The tension in the clearing thickened. Sarral and Jessa exchanged glances laden with unspoken communication before the older man nodded almost imperceptibly.

“Come,” Sarral said finally. “Share our fire. We will speak of these matters away from open spaces where sound carries.”

The invitation wasn’t trust—not yet—but it was opportunity. For Nora’s sake, they needed that opportunity.

In the center of their small camp, a firepit had been prepared but not lit. Instead of igniting it with flint and steel, Jessa knelt beside it, extending her palm. For a moment, nothing happened. Then, with a soft exhale, flame bloomed from her skin, transferring to the kindling without a spark.

Pyrin ability was the rare gift that marked the bloodline most prized by their people, and which had kept their people safe from attack for centuries—until the Lord Regent had overwhelmed them. Numbers beat magic, especially when it came to how many the Lord Regent had been willing to throw at pushing the Pyrin people out of their homes.

They settled around the small fire, its flames carefully banked to minimize visibility from a distance. One of the younger men brought out a kettle, preparing a bitter-smelling tea.

“Now,” Sarral said, accepting a steaming cup, “tell us of this daughter and how she was taken.”

Amara told their story carefully—her marriage to Kiran Brightash, his assassination, their years of hiding in Emberdale, and finally, Nora’s abduction. She omitted details about the dragon fragment and Callen’s abilities with the drift.

When she finished, Sarral’s weathered face had darkened. “This matches what we have heard from others. Five have disappeared from border communities in the past month alone. Always those showing signs of the gift.”

“The gift?” Callen asked, though he suspected the answer.

“Fire affinity,” Jessa explained, raising her palm where a small flame danced briefly before extinguishing. “Once common among our people, now increasingly rare. Those with the strongest manifestations are targeted first.”

“And what happens to them?” Amara asked, the question barely audible.

Jessa’s expression hardened. “Those few who have escaped speak of experiments. Testing to measure their abilities, then procedures to—” She hesitated, searching for words. “To extract or harness the power. Few survive.”

Amara’s knuckles whitened as she gripped her cup, tea forgotten.

“Where?” Callen asked. “Where are these experiments conducted?”

“Multiple facilities,” Sarral replied. “The largest we know of is beneath Sturmov Manor, north of Ironvale. But smaller operations exist throughout their territories.”

Sturmov.

Callen knew little about him, other than he was responsible for funding much of the Lord Regent’s campaign to push the border of the kingdom by pushing out the Pyrin people. Sturmov mines and engineering prowess were responsible for the weapons used to kill countless Pyrin.

“And you?” Callen gestured to their organized camp. “You’re not simply fleeing.”

A faint smile touched Sarral’s lips. “Observant, as befits your former profession.” He exchanged glances with Jessa before continuing. “We are part of a network that helps our people escape the territories where Sturmov influence is strongest. Tonight we move four families hidden in these wagons to safer ground.”

“The Ashen Oath,” Callen said, testing the name he’d heard from Tarek.

The reaction was immediate—Jessa’s hand moved to her knife, the younger men tensed, and Sarral’s expression became unreadable.

“Where did you hear that name?” Jessa demanded.

“From a merchant who died warning us,” Callen said. “He said the Ashen Oath resist what Sturmov is doing, that they might help us.”

“And why would we trust a former Black Veil?” Jessa asked. “Your kind have hunted our people for years. Eliminated those who speak against Sturmov. Kidnapped children showing gifts.”

The accusation hung in the air, all too accurate for Callen to deny completely. His past contained missions he’d rather forget, operations that now took on new, darker meanings in light of what he knew about Sturmov’s objectives.

“It matters little,” Sarral said. “We are not the Ashen Oath.”

Disappointment settled in Callen. “But you know⁠—”

“We know nothing that we will share with you,” Jessa said.

Amara leaned forward. “You fear him because of what he was. Yet you should trust him because of what he sacrificed.” She turned to Sarral, straightening her posture in a way that suddenly reminded Callen of her noble upbringing. “You know the Selwyn name?”

Sarral’s eyes narrowed. “The noble house of the eastern Midlands. Known for their healing compounds.”

“I am Amara Selwyn,” she said. “For several years before Kiran’s death, I operated a hidden clinic treating Pyrin diplomats and merchants who couldn’t seek help openly. Kiran introduced me to families who needed care but feared persecution.” Her voice softened. “After his death, I discovered my father had supplied compounds to those who murdered him. I took evidence and ran with my daughter.”

“Selwyn,” Jessa repeated, studying Amara with new intensity. “The compassionate healer. There were stories...”

“Not stories,” Amara said. “I gave what help I could. And now I need your help to find my daughter before what’s left of her father is destroyed by Sturmov’s experiments.”

Sarral turned to the younger men and nodded, some unspoken agreement passing between them.

One of the young men approached the fire, kneeling to add more wood. As he moved into the light, Callen caught a better view of his face—angular features, deep-set eyes, a distinctive pattern of scarring along his neck that disappeared beneath his collar.

The young man froze, his expression transforming from shock to cold fury. “Nightshade,” he hissed, rising to his feet. “The butcher of Ashen Valley.”

The name hit Callen like a physical blow. Ashen Valley—the mission that had broken his faith in the Black Veil, the operation he’d tried to stop when he discovered they were targeting civilians instead of rebels.

Jessa moved to the man’s side, her hand on his arm. “Control, Elhan. Not here. Not now.”

Callen remained perfectly still, neither denying the accusation nor defending himself. The weight of Ashen Valley had haunted him for years—the mission he’d tried and failed to abort, the civilians he couldn’t save, the beginning of his disillusionment with the Black Veil.

“I tried to stop it,” he said slowly, knowing how hollow the words must sound.

“Not hard enough,” Elhan spat. “I saw you there, moving among the houses.”

“Looking for survivors,” Callen said, closing his eyes and still seeing what he wanted to forget. The memories rushed back with painful clarity—smoke-filled doorways, the metallic scent of blood, small bodies huddled in corners where they’d sought escape from the slaughter. He remembered the sickening weight in his chest as he moved silently through the aftermath, searching desperately for anyone still breathing among the carnage his own unit had created. The ash had fallen like gray snow, coating everything in a ghostly shroud, while fires still consumed homes at the village’s edge. “After I was prevented from aborting the mission.”

Amara looked between them, clearly connecting pieces of Callen’s past that he had never fully shared.

Callen’s eyes never left Elhan. “When I realized we weren’t eliminating threats but clearing territory. Valuable land, mining resources, strategic locations—all seized after civilian rebels were eliminated.”

“For Sturmov,” Sarral said. “The Ashen Valley mines were claimed by Sturmov Industries within a month of the massacre.”

“And you just walked away?” Elhan asked, disbelief in his voice.

“Not immediately,” Callen admitted. “I gathered evidence, tried to report up the chain of command. My unit was ambushed. Only myself and my former partner survived. The same man who took Nora.”

Jessa looked between them, her tactical mind visibly processing implications. “If this Black Veil wanted you dead, you would be. Instead, he took the child and left you alive. Why?”

Sarral stroked his silver-streaked beard thoughtfully. “Perhaps to draw you somewhere,” the old man suggested. “Or to ensure you followed.”

“For what purpose?” Amara asked, her voice strained.

“I don’t know,” Callen said. “But we need to get to Ironvale and to the Ashen Oath operating there and see where Nora’s been taken. And why.”

Sarral and Jessa exchanged glances again, some silent communication passing between them.

“We cannot take you to Ironvale,” Sarral said finally. “Our path leads away from the city, toward safe houses in the eastern foothills. But we can provide something else.” He gestured to one of the younger men, who disappeared into the wagon, returning moments later with a small wooden box.

Sarral opened it, revealing a simple copper medallion etched with a balanced scale—one side bearing a flame, the other a mountain. “In Ironvale, seek a man named Cerrin Finch. I can’t tell you how to find him,” he said, handing the medallion to Amara. “Show this to him and say, ‘The ember survives the ash.’ He will direct you to those who might help.”

“The Ashen Oath,” Callen said, the passphrase Tarek had given him confirmed.

“Do not use that name,” Jessa said. “It was given to them by enemies. And we only⁠—”

“Believe in balance,” Sarral said, cutting her off. “You should leave soon,” he advised, looking toward the eastern horizon, where the faintest lightening suggested approaching dawn. “Patrols increase at first light. The road to Ironvale will be watched, but there is a lesser-known path.” He described the route in detail, identifying guard positions and potential dangers.

As they prepared to depart, Amara approached Sarral. “Thank you,” she said simply.

The old man studied her with eyes that had seen too much suffering. “We honor what you did for our people in the capital. Perhaps one day, when this darkness has passed, you will again know the warmth of our people.”

As they moved to leave, Elhan stepped into his path.

“Nightshade,” he said, voice low enough that only Callen could hear, “if you fail this child as you failed my family, I will hunt you to the edges of the world. No Black Veil training will save you from what I will do.”

Callen held his gaze. “I will hunt for her as if she were my own.”

They departed as dawn broke. The path Sarral had shown them wound through dense underbrush and hidden ravines, probably routes known only to those who needed to stay invisible to Sturmov patrols.

They traveled in silence, each lost in their own thoughts. Callen kept a steady pace despite his injuries, stopping only when necessary to check their bearings or listen for pursuit, though he rarely needed to listen, as he used his drift abilities.

By midmorning, they had covered significant ground, the Pyrin camp far behind them as they continued northwest toward Ironvale.

“You never told me about Ashen Valley,” Amara said finally, breaking the silence.

“There was never a reason,” Callen replied automatically, then caught himself. “No. That’s not true. I didn’t tell you because I was ashamed. Because I failed to stop it, and people died.”

“You tried,” she said.

“Not hard enough.”

Amara was quiet for several steps. “My father,” she said finally, “supplied the compounds that killed Kiran. I discovered it too late. Does that make me complicit?”

The question hung between them—two people carrying the weight of actions they hadn’t committed but had failed to prevent.

“No,” Callen said firmly. “You uncovered the truth. You took action.”

“After it was too late,” she countered. “Just as you did.”

They walked in silence as the implications of everything they’d learned settled around them. The connections were becoming clearer—Sturmov’s elimination of Pyrin communities, the targeting of children with special abilities, and now dragon shell fragments.

Something more was taking place.

“I think it’s all connected,” Callen said finally. “Ashen Valley, Kiran’s assassination, the dragon fragments, Krell tracking me down after all these years. They’re pieces of something larger.”

“And Nora is caught in the middle,” Amara said, her voice tight.

“We’ll find her,” Callen promised, hoping he sounded more confident than he felt. “In Ironvale, we’ll discover what the Ashen Oath know. And then we’ll get her back.”

Callen’s hand closed around the dragon fragment in his pocket, feeling its warmth respond to his touch. He tried not to think about what had happened to Tarek, the way the scars—the scales—had spread. Would that happen to him?

If it did, would it matter?

Whatever connection existed between it, himself, and Nora, he would use it to find her. No matter what it cost him.

Whatever he had failed to do in Ashen Valley, he would not fail now.


Chapter Twelve


INTO IRONVALE


“Get down,” Callen whispered, pulling Amara into the tangled brush beside the narrow path they’d been following. His drift sense had detected movement ahead—the rhythmic, disciplined footfalls of multiple soldiers moving in formation.

Amara pressed herself against the ground beside him, her breathing coming quickly. He rested a hand on her arm, trying to comfort her. They lay motionless as a Sturmov patrol rounded the bend in the path, twelve soldiers marching in tight formation. Unlike the standard security forces they’d observed in Rivenalt, these men wore the gray and blue uniforms, heavier armor, better weapons, and the unmistakable bearing of professional soldiers.

“That’s the third patrol since dawn,” Amara said once the soldiers had passed beyond hearing range.

“Possible they know about the Pyrin movement,” Callen said, extending the drift sense to ensure no stragglers followed the main group. “Patrols this heavy suggest they’re securing the area.”

The path Sarral had described should have provided a safer route to Ironvale, avoiding main roads and known checkpoints. But the increased patrols complicated matters. At this rate, reaching the city undetected might be impossible.

“We need to change course,” he said, studying the land ahead through gaps in the shrubs. The path wound through increasingly sparse woodland before joining a wider road that, according to Sarral’s instructions, would lead directly to Ironvale’s eastern gate.

“To where?” Amara asked, her voice steady despite the exhaustion evident in the shadows beneath her eyes. “Every alternative route increases our travel time, and Nora⁠—”

She didn’t finish the sentence, but she didn’t need to.

“We’ll follow the main road but stay within the tree line,” Callen said, scanning the slope to their right. “It’s slower but safer.”

The salve she’d applied to Callen’s wounds had worn off hours ago, leaving him moving carefully to avoid aggravating his injuries. Her own wound had reopened during their hasty dive for cover, a small bloodstain spreading on her sleeve despite her attempts to hide it. They’d have to cover that if they got into Ironvale.

When. Not if.

They continued in tense silence, abandoning the relative ease of the path for the more challenging forested hillside. Callen kept the drift sense extended, monitoring for patrols while conserving his strength. The fragment in his pocket remained warm against his leg, but its power had become increasingly unpredictable, if it ever was predictable. Maybe the only predictable thing about it was that it had not been stable.

By midday, dark clouds had gathered overhead, matching Callen’s growing unease. Something about the pattern of patrols felt deliberate, almost as if⁠—

“They’re herding travelers,” he said, pausing behind a tall oak that provided momentary shelter. “They’re channeling anyone approaching Ironvale toward specific checkpoints.”

Amara’s eyes narrowed as she considered the implications. “Screening for Pyrin refugees?”

“Or for us,” Callen said grimly. “Either way, it means the Pyrin group we met could be walking into a trap if they’ve changed direction toward Ironvale.”

“We should warn them,” Amara said, though he sensed her hesitation.

Callen weighed their options. Backtracking would cost time they couldn’t afford to lose. Yet allowing Sarral’s group to walk unknowingly into a trap—especially with refugees hidden in their wagons—sat uncomfortably in his conscience, especially after having seen Elhan.

“They were heading away from Ironvale,” he said.

Amara studied him for a long moment. “You’re right. If the Ashen Oath exist, they’ll have their own ways of warning about increased patrols.”

The pragmatism in her voice reminded Callen that beneath her healer’s compassion lay a tactical mind—the daughter of a noble house trained to make difficult decisions. It was this duality that had allowed her to survive three years on the run with her child and would-be assassin.

They pressed forward, the terrain growing steadily more challenging as the path climbed toward a ridgeline that would provide their first clear view of Ironvale. The distant rumble of thunder accompanied their ascent, another storm building in the distance.

At the crest, they paused to catch their breath. Below them stretched the valley where Ironvale commanded the natural pass between mountain ranges. Even from this distance, the city’s stone walls and the massive iron gates were impressive. Smoke rose from countless chimneys, and the distinctive slag heaps of the smelting district formed unnatural hills on the northern edge.

Most concerning were the checkpoints. From their elevated position, Callen could see what they hadn’t been able to observe from the forest floor—a systematic net of security forces blocking every approach to the city. Roads, paths, even farmer’s tracks were covered, with larger contingents stationed at major intersections.

“Something’s happening,” he said quietly. “This isn’t normal security.”

“Can we still get through?” Amara asked, her gaze fixed on the distant city where their only lead to Nora waited.

Before Callen could respond, his drift sense flared in warning. Two Sturmov guards were approaching along the ridgeline, close enough that he could make out their conversation.

“—checking every cave and crevice in these hills,” one was saying, voice carrying in the pre-storm air. “As if Pyrin rats would hide so close to Ironvale.”

“Orders are orders,” the second replied. “The new screening process starts tomorrow. Anyone suspicious goes straight to the Manor for examination.”

Callen caught Amara’s eye, neither of them speaking.

The guards continued along the ridge, following what appeared to be a regular patrol route. Their path would intersect with Callen and Amara’s position within minutes, leaving no time to retreat without being spotted.

“I’m going to have to take them down,” Callen said, voice barely audible. “Quickly and quietly.”

Amara’s expression didn’t change, but her hand moved to the small knife concealed in her belt—a practical tool rather than a weapon, but capable of serving either purpose. In three years of hiding, they’d avoided direct confrontation whenever possible. This would be different.

“Can you handle both?” she asked.

Callen assessed his condition. The wound in his side had partially reopened during their climb, warm blood seeping through Amara’s careful bandaging. His shoulder ached where Krell’s blade had sliced through muscle.

But these were simple soldiers. And he was anything but simply trained.

“Yes,” he said. “Stay hidden. If something goes wrong, continue to Ironvale. I’ll find you there.”

Amara started to protest but caught herself. “Be careful,” she said instead. “We need you.”

Callen moved silently into position behind a large boulder that would conceal him until the last possible moment. He steadied his breathing, falling into the focused state the Black Veil had drilled into him—a place where pain receded and only the mission remained.

The guards approached, boots crunching on loose stones as they rounded the bend in the ridgeline path. They were young, Callen noted with a pang of regret. Probably recruits assigned to peripheral patrol as they learned their duties.

He waited until they passed his position, then moved with the precision his years of training had ingrained. The first guard noticed his presence a moment too late—Callen’s arm locked around his throat, cutting off both air and sound. The second guard had just enough time to widen his eyes in surprise before Callen’s knife found a soft spot on his neck before he could cry out.

The first guard struggled desperately, fingers clawing at Callen’s arm, boots scrabbling against the rocky ground. Callen maintained the hold, feeling the man’s strength diminish as consciousness faded. When the guard finally went limp, Callen lowered him carefully to the ground.

He began binding the man. As he worked, the soldier’s eyes flickered open—and he reached for the horn at his belt.

No…

His strike was quick, his blade sharp. The man died with surprise in his eyes.

Amara emerged from her hiding place as Callen checked both guards for anything that might prove useful. Her expression was carefully neutral as she surveyed the scene.

“We need to hide them,” he said, but she was already moving to help drag the first body toward a narrow crevice in the rocks.

Together, they concealed the guards’ bodies as best they could, covering them with stones and brush. It wouldn’t withstand close inspection, but might delay discovery long enough for them to reach Ironvale.

When the task was complete, Callen wiped his blade clean on the sparse grass. His hands didn’t shake—they never had, even after his first kill—but something in his chest felt hollow. These weren’t combatants who had chosen to face him in battle. They were just young men following orders, in the wrong place at the wrong time.

“You’re bleeding again,” Amara said, gesturing to his side where fresh blood had soaked through his borrowed shirt.

“It’s nothing,” he said.

“It’s not nothing.” She reached for her medicine pouch. “And we can spare three minutes to make sure you don’t leave a blood trail for others to follow. Besides, we went through all the trouble to get new clothes so we can sneak into the city. Might as well take advantage.”

Her hands were gentle as she reapplied salve and tightened his bandages. Neither mentioned the bodies cooling nearby as silence stretched between them.

“You did what was necessary,” Amara said finally, securing the last bandage. “For Nora.”

“Does it bother you?” he asked, searching her face. “What I am?”

It had been a long time since he’d been that person. Long enough that he’d begun to think he could be something other than Nightshade.

Amara’s eyes met his. “What bothers me is that my daughter is in the hands of people who would hurt her. What bothers me is that her father was assassinated for trying to forge peace and the people responsible still walk free.” Her voice hardened. “If your skills can help me get Nora back…”

He took a deep breath. “We should move. The storm will provide cover, but we need to reach the city before the weather turns severe.”

They descended the ridge cautiously, using the increasing wind and first spatters of rain to mask any sounds of their passage. As they neared the valley floor, Callen paused to reach into his pocket, fingers closing around the shell fragment.

He focused the drift sense through the fragment, seeking that familiar signature that had become more precious to him than he’d ever anticipated. Pain lanced through his skull as the fragment’s energy surged unpredictably, amplifying his abilities beyond his control before abruptly cutting them off altogether.

He stumbled, the world spinning momentarily as the fragment’s power receded.

“Nothing,” he said, steadying himself against a tree trunk. “Either she’s too far away or…”

“Or what?”

He shook his head. “Krell took her. They know what I can do. It’s possible that something’s blocking the connection.” He squeezed his eyes shut. “We follow the plan. The Broken Lantern. The Ashen Oath.”

The rain intensified as they reached the forest’s edge, turning the ground treacherous underfoot. Callen slipped several times, struggling to keep his footing over the slick rock. Beyond the tree line stretched open farmland—fallow fields dotted with occasional structures that offered minimal cover. Between them and Ironvale’s eastern gate lay nearly a mile of exposed terrain.

“We’ll have to time this carefully,” Callen said, studying the checkpoint visible through the curtain of rain. Two guards huddled beneath a makeshift shelter. They would likely be miserable in the downpour. Beyond them, additional soldiers could be glimpsed moving between the gateway’s defensive towers.

“Look.” Amara pointed toward the road where a merchant wagon had stopped at the checkpoint.

“The rain is slowing inspections,” he said, catching what she must’ve seen. “And the guards aren’t being as thorough.”

The soldiers were performing cursory checks before waving travelers through, more concerned with returning to shelter than with thoroughness. It created an opportunity—if they could reach the road and blend with other travelers.

“If they’re looking for us—and knowing Krell, he would’ve made sure they were—we can’t be seen together. Safer coming through here if we split up,” Callen said. “I’ll go first, approach from the north. If I’m stopped, it creates a distraction. You circle south and use that moment to slip through.”

Amara frowned. “No separation. We agreed.”

“This is different. If we’re both caught…”

She hesitated longer than he would have expected. “The copper medallion,” she said, removing it from around her neck. “Take it. You’re more likely to make it through than I am.”

“I’ll wait once I’m through, but if either of us gets delayed, plan to meet me at the eastern wall. Near the tanner’s district—you’ll smell it before you see it. We’ll go find Wren from there, and then figure out how to get to this Cerrin Finch.”

“And if I don’t make it through?”

“Then I cut them down and get you through,” Callen said, more heat in his words than he’d intended.

They separated at the forest’s edge, Amara moving south while Callen circled north, using drainage ditches and hedgerows for cover when possible. The rain plastered his clothes to his skin, reopening wounds that protested every movement. By the time he reached the road, a line of bedraggled travelers had formed at the checkpoint, merchants and farmers seeking shelter within the city’s walls before darkness fell.

Callen joined the line, keeping his head down as he shuffled forward with the others. He used the drift sense to monitor the guards, detecting their growing impatience as the storm intensified. They were rushing inspections now, barely glancing at travel documents before waving people through.

When he finally reached the checkpoint, a guard held out a hand for his papers. Callen produced a worn leather worker’s tag he’d taken from one of the patrolmen on the ridge.

“Smith’s assistant,” he muttered, hunching his shoulders against the rain. “Master sent me to fetch supplies.”

The guard glanced at the tag, then at Callen’s calloused hands—genuine marks of forge work that supported his claimed profession. “Where’s your master’s authorization?”

Callen feigned nervousness. “He said the guild mark was enough. Is there a problem? He’ll dock my pay if I’m late getting back.”

The guard exchanged glances with his companion, both clearly weighing the hassle of a thorough inspection against the misery of prolonged exposure to the storm. After a moment’s hesitation, he waved Callen through.

“Next time, proper documentation,” he said as Callen hurried past, shoulders slumped in apparent relief.

Inside the gate, Callen moved with the flow of traffic while scanning for Amara. He tried to wait, but one of the guards started watching him, forcing him to turn away. While he didn’t like separating, Amara was noble born. She would make it through.

The city’s eastern district bustled with activity despite the weather—laborers returning from the outlying farms, merchants securing wares against the storm, residents hurrying toward homes or taverns. The narrow streets funneled rainwater into central gutters that had already overflowed, turning the packed earth to mud that sucked at boots and wagon wheels alike.

He positioned himself in a recessed doorway that offered limited shelter while providing a clear view of the gate. Minutes stretched into an hour as he watched travelers continue to arrive, each face searched for Amara’s familiar features. As darkness began to fall, lanterns appeared along the main thoroughfares, their glow diffused by the steady rainfall.

When a patrol of Sturmov guards marched past his position, Callen shifted deeper into the shadows. Their purposeful movement suggested a specific assignment—perhaps response to discovery of the missing guards on the ridge.

Just as he was beginning to fear the worst, he spotted her. Amara had abandoned her headscarf, her hair now hanging loose and dark with rain. She moved with a farmer’s wife, helping the older woman manage a cart laden with produce, her head bent in apparent conversation. The disguise was simple—the guards barely glanced at a woman assisting an older vendor.

He whistled softly, and she looked up slightly before catching his eye and moving toward him.

“You made it,” he said as she joined him in the shadowed doorway.

She nodded. “A couple of men in front of me slowed them down. They pulled them off to the side to search. Didn’t seem they were happy to do it, but they didn’t look at me afterward.”

“We should move,” Callen said, glancing toward the main street where another patrol had appeared.

They navigated the unfamiliar streets cautiously, avoiding main thoroughfares where possible. Ironvale’s eastern district was primarily residential, rows of modest dwellings interspersed with workshops and small market squares. As they moved deeper into the city, the streets narrowed, buildings leaning together overhead until only slivers of gray sky remained visible. Near the tannery district, they found what he sought—a small tavern nestled between a boarded-up shop and a textile mill, its sign depicting a lantern with broken glass, a flame still burning within.

“The Broken Lantern,” Amara said, studying the unassuming establishment. A few patrons entered and exited despite the weather, mostly laborers seeking warmth and ale after a day’s work. “Are you sure about this?”

“About the plan, about Wren, or about this place?”

She laughed softly. “All of it, I suppose.”

Callen shook his head. “Very much not. But we need information. And I trust Wren will provide it.”

As they paused at the tavern’s entrance, rain streaming from their borrowed clothes, wounds aching from days of travel, exhaustion etched in every line of their bodies, Callen hoped they could find the help they needed within.


Chapter Thirteen


FINDING INSIGHT


The Broken Lantern earned its name. The establishment’s namesake fixture hung crookedly above the door, its glass panes cracked in several places, casting splintered light across the muddy street. Callen and Amara paused outside, rain dripping from their borrowed clothes as they surveyed the tavern. Through grimy windows, they could see the blur of people moving inside—laborers ending their shifts, merchants drinking away disappointing profits, and the various hangers-on who populated Ironvale’s underbelly.

“You’re certain this Wren person will help us?” Amara asked, her voice low.

Callen’s lips twitched in what might have been a smile. “Certain? No. But Wren has never been able to resist rare information—or a debt unpaid.”

“And he owes you?”

“His life,” Callen said simply. “Though he’d prefer to forget that particular detail.”

Inside, the air hung heavy with pipe smoke, unwashed bodies, and spilled ale. Despite the early evening hour, the tavern bustled with activity. Callen paused just inside the doorway, the drift sense expanding through the room, checking for threats and escape routes. Three exits: the main door behind them, a kitchen passage to the left, and a narrow staircase leading to upper rooms. Twenty-some people, most unarmed save for standard work knives. Two with concealed weapons—likely enforcers for the tavern.

“See him?” Amara asked quietly, scanning the room.

“Not yet.” Callen led them toward the bar, moving with deliberate casualness despite the pain still radiating from his injuries. Their borrowed clothes had earned them nothing more than passing glances—just another working couple seeking momentary respite in cheap ale.

The barkeeper, a massive man with a badly healed broken nose and three missing fingers on his left hand, barely looked up as they approached. “What’ll it be?”

“Two ales,” Callen said, then added more quietly, “and word with Wren Buttenick.”

The barkeeper’s movements paused fractionally. His eyes flicked up, assessing Callen more thoroughly. “Don’t know any Wren,” he said, filling two dented metal cups with ale the color of muddy water. “That’ll be four copper.”

Callen placed the coins on the counter, slipping a small silver piece beneath them—one of the few valuables they’d managed to keep hidden during Krell’s ambush. “Perhaps you know a collector of rarities. Someone who might appreciate unusual information.”

The barkeeper’s meaty hand covered the coins, and when it withdrew, all had vanished. “Back corner. Behind the pillar.” He turned away to serve another customer, conversation clearly ended.

Callen took both cups, nodding for Amara to follow him through the crowd. As they navigated between tables, he maintained constant awareness, noting which of the people in the tavern tracked their movement and which studiously avoided looking their way.

Behind the stone pillar that partially supported the tavern’s low ceiling sat a figure so diminutive, he might have been mistaken for a child—if not for the weathered face, calculating eyes, and the elaborate coat with more pockets than seemed practical or necessary. Wren Buttenick had always compensated for his small stature with an outsized presence.

“Well, well,” the small man said, lips curving into a knowing smile. “The ghost himself, back from the dead.” His pale eyes shifted to Amara, examining her with undisguised curiosity. “And with a companion.”

“Wren,” Callen acknowledged, setting the drinks down and taking a seat across from him. Amara followed suit, her posture betraying none of the tension Callen sensed in her.

“Three years of silence, and now you appear in my establishment looking like something the cat dragged in—despite your attempts to hide it.” Wren gestured to Callen’s careful movements. “Must be desperate times indeed.”

“We need information,” Callen said, keeping his voice low.

“Information costs. Assistance costs more.” Wren’s eyes shifted to Amara again, studying her with intensity. “Especially when Sturmov security has been unusually active the past two days. Something about persons of interest.”

Amara stiffened slightly. “We can pay.”

“Can you now?” Wren chuckled, the sound like small stones rattling in a jar. “With what? Those clothes you’re wearing aren’t even yours.”

“I saved your life in Old Stonemarket,” Callen said flatly. “When the Gilded Hand had you marked for a particularly creative death.”

“Ah yes, the debt.” Wren sighed dramatically, rolling his eyes. “I was wondering when you’d bring up that unfortunate obligation.” He tapped his fingers against the table, the nails surprisingly clean for someone in Ironvale. “The problem with you Black Veil is you never forget anything. Years of building my network in this cesspit of a city, and one mistake in Old Stonemarket means I’m forever in your debt.” He shook his head in exaggerated dismay. “Very well—what sort of information are you after?”

Callen leaned forward. “We need to find a man named Cerrin Finch.”

The effect was immediate and concerning. Wren’s eyebrows shot up and he glanced around quickly before leaning in, voice dropping to barely above a whisper.

“Are you trying to get us all killed?” he hissed. “You don’t say that name casually in Ironvale, especially not with Sturmov security crawling through every district like ants on honey.”

“It’s important,” Callen said.

“It always is with you, isn’t it, Nightshade?” Wren muttered, but his expression had shifted from irritation to calculation. “Cerrin Finch. Disgraced scholar. Madman. Drunk. And… other things I won’t discuss here.” He drummed his fingers on the table. “Why do you need him?”

Callen considered his response carefully. “We were told he could put us in contact with people who might help with our situation.”

“These people wouldn’t happen to be associated with maintaining certain balances, would they?” Wren asked, his tone casual but a sharp edge to his gaze.

“Perhaps,” Callen said.

Wren took a long drink of his ale, grimacing at the taste. “Finish your drinks,” he said finally. “Then meet me at the side door in ten minutes.”

Before either could respond, he slid from his seat with surprising agility for someone his size, and disappeared into the crowd.

“That went better than expected,” Callen said, taking a cautious sip of ale and immediately regretting it. “But I still don’t like it.”

“You don’t trust that he knows something?”

“Oh, he knows something. The problem is that when he gets like this, I never know if I’m going to get information, have to fight, or…”

“Or what?”

He shook his head. “Doesn’t matter.”

They maintained the charade for several minutes, exchanging meaningless comments while watching the tavern. Nothing seemed off, but Callen’s assassin instincts made him cautious. When enough time had passed, they made their way toward the side exit Wren had indicated. The narrow alley beyond was dark, reeking of refuse. At first glance, it appeared empty.

“Took you long enough,” Wren said from the shadows. He emerged from behind a stack of empty barrels, a small crossbow held casually in his hand. “Had to make sure you weren’t followed. Ironvale has eyes everywhere these days.” He gestured with the crossbow. “This way. And try to look less like fugitives—you’re drawing enough attention without the suspicious glances.”

They followed him through a labyrinth of narrow passages between buildings, occasionally doubling back or cutting through abandoned structures.

“Have you been busy since I saw you last?” Callen asked as they ducked through a half-collapsed doorway.

“More than I like,” Wren said. “When Lord Regent Vanish’s purges forced me out of the capital, I had to rebuild here from nothing. Third time in my life starting over—you’d think I’d be used to it.”

They reached a nondescript building wedged between a tannery and what appeared to be an abandoned textile mill. The smell of chemicals and rotting leather would be an effective deterrent. Wren unlocked three separate mechanisms before the door swung open.

“Welcome to my humble operation,” he said, ushering them inside.

The interior belied the decrepit exterior. Though small, the space was well organized. Shelves lined the walls, holding an eclectic collection of objects: books, small mechanical devices, jars containing substances Callen preferred not to identify, and lockboxes of various sizes. A desk dominated the center of the room, covered with papers, maps, and what appeared to be architectural drawings. In one corner stood a child-sized mannequin displaying an elaborate outfit, which Callen found odd.

“Can you help us find Cerrin Finch?” Amara asked, getting to the point.

Wren moved to a cabinet, extracting a bottle and three small glasses. “Let’s discuss this properly, shall we?” He poured three measures of amber liquid with a flourish. “From my private collection.” He offered them each a glass. “To old debts,” he said, raising his drink in mock toast. “And to those of us who survived when others thought we wouldn’t.”

“This is Pyrin brandy. And rare,” she said.

Callen took a careful sip, noting the quality of the spirits—far superior to anything the Broken Lantern served. “You’re stalling, Wren.”

“I’m considering,” the small man corrected. “Cerrin Finch is not someone I connect people with lightly. He’s unpredictable. Brilliant, certainly, but unstable. And his obsession with dragon lore has made him a target for Sturmov.”

Dragon lore. The fact that someone like that was here—and Callen had the dragon shell fragment—couldn’t be coincidence.

“We need to find him,” Amara said. “We were given his name specifically.”

“By whom?” Wren asked, eyes narrowing.

Callen and Amara exchanged glances. “Someone helping Pyrin refugees,” Callen answered.

Wren sighed, setting down his glass. “What exactly is your interest in Finch? And don’t give me vague answers about people who might help. I need details before I risk my neck—and his.”

“They took my daughter,” Amara said. “Sturmov and the Black Veil. She’s half Pyrin.”

“And likely with abilities,” Wren said, watching Amara. “That explains some things.” He turned to Callen. “And you? Since when does Nightshade care about a half-Pyrin child?”

“Since I chose to protect her instead of eliminating her,” Callen said.

“Now, that’s a story I’d pay good money to hear.” He moved to his desk, rifling through papers. “But I suppose it can wait. Finch, Finch… where did I put that information?” he muttered to himself as he searched. He extracted a folded paper from beneath a stack of ledgers. “Ah, here we are.” He spread the paper on the desk, revealing it to be a roughly drawn map of Ironvale’s eastern district. “Finch has three known hiding places he rotates between. The problem is determining which one he’s currently occupying.”

“And how do we do that?” Callen asked.

Wren’s lips curved into a smile. “That’s where my network comes in. For a small consideration, of course.”

“I already told you—” Callen began.

“Not money,” Wren interrupted. “Information. You mentioned Black Veil working with Sturmov. Details would be valuable to certain interested parties.”

“What kind of details?” Amara asked.

“Names. Locations. Operational patterns.” Wren shrugged. “Anything that might help identify which Black Veil are involved and how they’re coordinating with Sturmov security.”

At this point, Callen didn’t mind sharing anything that might help—and revealing Krell’s involvement would help.

“Krell,” he said. “My former training partner. Specialized in infiltration and elimination operations. He led the team that took her daughter.”

“Krell,” Wren repeated, rolling the name on his tongue. “Elite operative. Rumored to be lately handling Sturmov’s more delicate problems.”

“I don’t suppose that would have anything to do with dragon shells?” Callen asked.

Amara shot him a look, which he ignored. If they were going to get help, he would need to reveal what they had.

Wren watched him. “Why would you make such a suggestion?”

Callen removed the shell fragment from his pocket, holding it so that Wren could see but not touch it. The surface caught the lamplight, shifting between emerald and midnight blue with flashes of gold along its edges.

“By all the forgotten gods,” Wren breathed, leaning closer to examine the fragment without actually reaching for it. “Is that what I think it is?”

“Dragon egg shell,” Callen said, returning it to his pocket.

Wren sank into his chair, his expression troubled. “This changes things. Considerably.” He took a long drink from his glass. “I’ve heard rumors about Sturmov’s interest in ancient power sources, but dragon relics… that crosses into territory even I prefer to avoid. Where was it found?”

Callen shook his head. “I don’t know. I think someone in the Black Veil had been transporting it.” Likely to Ironvale, he didn’t add.

“For Sturmov. Makes sense why he would fund the Lord Regent’s little war, especially for power like that.”

“Little war?” Callen asked.

Wren shrugged. “Not so much a war now. Pyrin is⁠—”

Callen cut him off with a shake of his head, and Wren shrugged again.

“Will you help us find Finch?” Amara pressed.

After a moment’s consideration, Wren nodded. “I’ll do better than that. I’ll take you to him myself. Now,” Wren said, returning the charcoal to its box, “we need to change your appearance. You both stand out like sore thumbs, and the eastern district has more Sturmov sympathizers than most.”

From another cabinet, he grabbed some clothing—simple but well-made garments that looked like they would blend in with the merchant class. “These should fit reasonably well. The bath house is through that door. I suggest you make use of it—you smell like you’ve been dragged through half the countryside.”

“More than half,” Callen said.

Wren waved dismissively. “Details. While you make yourselves presentable, I’ll prepare our route to Finch. We leave at midnight—the changing of Sturmov’s patrol shifts provides the best window for passing through the eastern district.”

The bath house—little more than a small room with a copper tub and stove for heat—offered their first opportunity to properly clean themselves since fleeing Emberdale, though Amara insisted on checking Callen’s wounds first.

“The stitches are holding,” she said, applying fresh salve. “Though you’ve reopened several smaller cuts.”

“And your arm?” Callen asked, noticing her wince as she worked.

“Healing. Slower than I’d like.” She secured the bandage around his ribs. “And a bath might be just the thing to help.”

They took turns using the bath, each keeping watch while the other cleaned away days of travel grime. The clothes Wren had provided fit well enough, though Callen wondered what else Wren would ask in exchange for the clothes. More information? Not that Callen had much else to offer.

“Much better,” Wren approved, glancing up from a large map spread across his desk as they entered. “You might actually pass for respectable citizens now.” He folded the map, tucking it into an inner pocket of his coat. “I’ve confirmed Finch’s location. He’s currently in his workshop near the old foundry—convenient, as it’s the least watched of his usual haunts.”

“How far?” Callen asked.

“Not far as crows fly, but we’ll need to take a circuitous route. Sturmov has increased patrols in the eastern district since yesterday.” Wren checked a complicated pocket watch. “We have approximately two hours before midnight. I suggest you rest while you can.”

Rest proved elusive despite their exhaustion. Callen sat by the window, keeping watch while Amara dozed fitfully on a narrow cot Wren had provided. His thoughts turned to Nora, wondering where she was, what she might be going through. The fragment in his pocket remained inert, offering no connection despite attempts to sense her.

“Sturmov is changing patrols. We have a narrow window to reach the eastern district before security tightens again,” Wren said.

He led them through yet another hidden exit, this one opening into a narrow passage between buildings. They moved quickly through the quiet city. Twice, they had to duck into shadows as Sturmov security passed nearby, but each time, they remained undetected.

The eastern district revealed itself to be wealthier than the areas they’d been in before—the buildings better maintained, the streets actually paved in some sections. The air didn’t have the same metal tang to it that other places did, though nothing about the air in Ironvale felt clean.

“Almost there,” Wren whispered as they turned down a narrow street lined with workshops. “Finch’s place is at the end, the building with the copper weathervane.”

The building itself appeared unremarkable: three stories of weathered stone with shuttered windows and a solid wooden door bearing no identifying marks. Wren knocked in code—three quick raps, a pause, two slow, another pause, then four rapid taps. For several moments, nothing happened. Then, faintly, Callen’s drift sense detected movement within.

A small viewing panel slid open at eye level, revealing a bloodshot eye that peered out. “What brings little birds to roost at midnight’s hour?” came a raspy voice.

“Open the damn door, Finch,” Wren said, the usual playfulness in his tone now absent.

The eye narrowed, shifting to examine Callen and Amara. “And who are these strangers you bring to my door, Buttenick?”

“Friends of friends,” Wren answered. “With information about Sturmov’s latest project that I believe would interest you greatly.”

“Information,” the voice scoffed. “Everyone brings information. Few bring truth.”

“The ember survives the ash,” Amara said.

The eye widened slightly, focusing intently on her. “Where did you learn those words?”

“From Pyrin refugees,” she replied. “Sarral and Jessa sent us.”

There was a pause before a series of locks and mechanisms disengaged, and the door swung open to reveal a tall, gaunt man with wild gray hair sticking out in all directions. His clothes might once have been fine, but now hung from his frame in stained, wrinkled disarray. Most striking were his eyes—intense and wild.

“Well then,” Cerrin Finch said, “by all means, enter. It’s not every day I receive visitors who know both Sarral’s passphrase and my little arrangement with our diminutive friend here.”

They stepped into a space that looked to be part library and part living quarters, the large room cluttered with an overwhelming array of objects. Books and scrolls covered every surface. The walls were covered with maps, diagrams, and sketches—many featuring detailed illustrations of dragons in various forms.

“Forgive the chaos,” Finch said, though he made no move to clear a path through the clutter.

“We appreciate you seeing us,” Amara said. “Especially at this hour.”

Finch waved dismissively. “Time is an arbitrary constraint invented by lesser minds. I work when insight strikes.” He fixed her with an intense stare. “Now, what exactly did Sarral send you to me for? And spare me the formalities—midnight visitors rarely bring casual inquiries.”

“My daughter has been taken by Sturmov,” Amara said. “She’s half Pyrin, beginning to show abilities.”

He turned to a cluttered desk where he began rifling through papers. “When was she taken? Exactly how old is she? What manifestations of ability has she shown?”

“Three days ago,” Amara said, following him across the room. “She’s eight years old. Her Pyrin abilities have begun manifesting as fire affinity, but…” She glanced at Callen, as if debating how much more to share. “She was taken by the Black Veil.”

Finch’s gaze shifted to Callen. “Like our friend here?”

“How do you—” Callen began.

“Please,” Finch interrupted with a dismissive gesture. “Your posture, movement patterns, and the way you constantly monitor exits and sight lines—typical Black Veil training. The only question is why you’re helping rescue a child they clearly want.”

“Because I’ve been protecting her for three years.”

Finch studied him a moment. “A Black Veil with conscience. Unusual.”

“We need help getting her back,” Callen said, interrupting Finch’s academic interest. “Sarral said you could connect us with the Ashen Oath.”

Finch paused, looking between them. “Sarral is an optimist,” he said finally. “The Ashen Oath are not a rescue operation. They’re strategists playing a long game against the Lord Regent and his expansion. Resistance from those within the kingdom who disagree with what he’s done to Pyrin, and from those of Pyrin as well. They can’t expose how organized they are. And if Sturmov has her, I’m afraid there isn’t anything that can be done.”

Callen debated a moment. What else could they do?

It wasn’t only about Nora, was it? No. Krell had been after him.

“If you can’t help with the Ashen Oath, then help me find the Black Veil operating near here.”

Amara looked over, eyes narrowing.

“And why is that? Change of heart?”

“Something like that. Going back might be the only way to get her back.”


Chapter Fourteen


THE SCHOLAR’S RELUCTANCE


“You’re suggesting turning yourself in to the Black Veil?” Amara’s voice carried a mix of disbelief and anger. “Have you lost your mind?”

Callen kept his eyes on Finch, who watched their exchange. “It might be our only option. Krell was after me specifically. Nora was collateral.”

“Or bait,” Wren said, settling himself into a worn armchair that seemed designed for someone twice his size. “If your former colleague wanted you dead, you’d be dead. He left you alive for a reason.”

Finch nodded, moving between stacks of books and retrieving a half-empty bottle of wine. “The small one makes a valid point.” He poured himself a generous measure without offering any to his guests. “Black Veil don’t leave loose ends unless those ends serve a purpose. As you well know.”

“I don’t care about his purpose,” Amara said, stepping closer to Callen. “I care about getting my daughter back.”

Finch sighed, taking a long drink before setting down his glass. “I understand maternal instinct—academically, at least—but sentiment clouds judgment. If your child possesses Pyrin affinity, she’s likely already been integrated into the research program.”

The bluntness of his statement hung in the air.

“What exactly do you know about their research?” Callen asked.

Finch’s eyes narrowed. “I helped create the foundation for their work—unwittingly, of course.” He gestured toward the wall covered in dragon illustrations. “Fifteen years studying draconic energy patterns, tracing bloodline connections to ancient power sources. I believed I was expanding academic understanding.” His expression darkened. “Until the Lord Regent—and Sturmov, really—began implementing my theoretical research in decidedly nontheoretical ways.”

“And now?” Amara asked.

“Now I drink and document their atrocities from a safe distance,” Finch said, bitterness evident in his voice. “I maintain certain connections that keep me informed, but I no longer participate. Nor do I place myself at risk by directly opposing them.”

Wren cleared his throat. “Which is why connecting them to the Ashen Oath would be exceptionally foolish. No offense intended,” he added with a small bow toward Callen and Amara.

“If you won’t connect us, at least give us information we can use. Where would they take her?” If he could start there, find where she might be, then he could make a run at getting her to safety. That was his primary concern.

Finch’s gaze drifted to the maps covering one wall. “In this part of the world, their primary facility is beneath Sturmov Manor itself. But for initial assessment, they use various smaller locations.” He approached the wall, fingers tracing lines between marked points. “Three satellite facilities surround Ironvale. The most likely for a child with Pyrin abilities would be here”—his finger tapped a location northeast of the city—“the old warehouse complex in the foothills.”

“What kind of security would they have?” Callen asked, studying the location.

“Substantial. Military-grade. And these days, likely Black Veil support.” Finch turned back to them. “You’d be walking into a fortress designed specifically to contain individuals with abilities like yours—and hers.”

Callen felt Amara tense beside him. “We need more than locations,” she said. “We need to understand what they’re doing. Why they’re collecting people with abilities. What this has to do with dragon artifacts.”

Finch’s eyebrows shot up and he leaned forward. “Dragon artifacts? You’ve encountered such things?” All traces of dismissiveness vanished from his manner.

Callen and Amara exchanged a quick glance. After a moment’s hesitation, Callen reached into his pocket and carefully withdrew the shell fragment.

“This was given to us by a merchant named Tarek before he died,” Callen said, holding the iridescent piece where Finch could see it but not touch it.

Finch’s eyes widened, his breath catching visibly as he stared at the fragment. “An actual shell segment. Intact and still carrying patterns.” He peered closer. “May I?”

“No,” Callen said, returning it to his pocket. “It’s unstable.”

Finch’s expression shifted from disappointment to calculation. “You’ve experienced the drift amplification when using it? Perhaps perception beyond normal range, possibly even physical manifestations of energy.”

“Sometimes,” Callen said. “It’s unpredictable.”

“There supposedly were once those who understood such connections,” Finch said. “Men and women who could channel such energies with precision rather than brute force. But they’ve been gone for generations.” He shook his head. “The Black Veil’s crude applications of the drift—tactical advantages, combat uses—are shadows of what was once possible.”

Before Callen could respond, a sharp whistle came from the window where Wren had positioned himself as lookout. “Company,” he said, voice suddenly tense. “Sturmov patrol. They’re checking buildings along the street.”

Finch’s demeanor changed instantly, scholarly fascination replaced by sharp focus. “Back entrance. Now,” he said, moving to a bookshelf and pulling a specific volume halfway out. A section of flooring beside the desk slid open, revealing a narrow staircase. “They must have tracked you here.”

“Or they’re tracking me,” Wren muttered, gathering several small items from around the room and stuffing them into his numerous pockets.

Finch shot him a withering look. “I told you stealing from Sturmov warehouses would have consequences.”

“It was a minor ledger,” Wren protested. “And worth every risk for what it revealed.”

A loud pounding at the front door interrupted their argument.

“By order of Lord Regent Vanish and Sturmov Industries, open this door.” The authoritative voice carried clearly through the wooden door.

“Too late for the back exit,” Wren said, abandoning the window and darting toward Finch.

Finch cursed under his breath, moving far too well for a man who had appeared half-drunk moments earlier. He pulled aside a faded tapestry to reveal a small alcove. “Buttenick, you know what to do. If they breach, trigger the failsafe.”

“Failsafe?” Amara asked.

“Academic insurance,” Finch said. “Rather than let certain research fall into Sturmov hands, I’ve prepared… countermeasures.”

The pounding continued, now accompanied by the sound of wood splintering.

Callen assessed their options rapidly. The hidden staircase likely led to tunnels beneath the district—potentially their best escape route. But if Finch and Wren were captured, they’d lose their only leads to both Nora and the Ashen Oath.

“New plan,” Callen said, stepping away from the hidden staircase. “We draw them away. Finch, gather what you need. You and Wren take the tunnel. We’ll create a diversion.”

“And sacrifice yourselves?” Finch asked incredulously. “Unnecessarily noble but I’m sure your Black Veil training will tell you how… unsound… that strategy to be.”

“Not sacrifice,” Callen said, his hand closing around the fragment in his pocket. “Distract. Amara, stay close to me.”

Understanding dawned in her eyes. “The fragment.”

Callen nodded. “I’m not sure how well I can control it, but⁠—”

The door shuddered as something heavy struck it, hinges groaning in protest.

“A fascinating experiment,” Finch said, suddenly interested again despite the danger. “But unlikely to work if you’ve not tested the theory before.”

“We don’t have time to debate,” Callen said. “Take what you need and go. We’ll find you afterward.”

Finch hesitated only briefly. “Buttenick, help me gather the essential materials.” He turned back to Callen and Amara. “If you survive, seek the Broken Tower in the northern district. The caretaker knows me.”

As Finch and Wren hurriedly gathered documents and small objects, Callen positioned himself near the door, hand tight around the fragment in his pocket. Amara moved beside him, her expression resolute.

“Are you certain about this?” she asked.

The question was more than about if he could handle simple soldiers. Callen thought he could. The real issue was what using the fragment might do to him—if anything. So far, he’d felt a surge in his ability with the drift, but had not had any spread of scales across his skin like Tarek.

It’s likely only a matter of time.

But for Nora…

It would be worth it.

Callen glanced behind him. “I’m certain about finding Nora. And we need them.”

The door exploded inward with a crash of splintering wood, heavy iron hinges tearing free from the frame. Four Sturmov guards rushed through the opening, crossbows raised and faces set. Their polished breastplates gleamed in the lamplight, the Sturmov emblem—a mountain peak wreathed in flame—nearly glowing. Behind them came one other in the slate-gray uniforms of Sturmov security, his silver rank insignias marking him as more than a foot soldier. Unlike the guards, he carried a short sword rather than crossbows, the well-oiled metal catching the light as he drew his weapon with practiced precision.

“By authority of Sturmov Industries and decree of Lord Regent Vanish, all occupants are hereby placed under arrest for possession of prohibited materials and conspiracy against⁠—”

The officer, a hard-faced man, stopped mid-sentence. His eyes narrowed as he found Callen standing before him, making no attempt to flee or hide.

Callen felt the fragment warming in his palm, energy pulsing up his arm with increasing intensity. Unlike previous instances where the power had surged unpredictably, this time he tried something different. Now he deliberately channeled it, focusing his intent through years of Black Veil discipline.

“Check the back rooms,” the officer ordered two of his men, keeping his weapon trained on Callen and Amara. “You two, identify yourselves.”

Callen said nothing, instead surrendering to the fragment’s building energy. The sensation was overwhelming—like standing at the center of a storm, power crackling around and through him. The drift sense expanded, suddenly perceiving not just the room but the entire building, the street beyond, the district stretching in all directions.

The guard nearest him stepped back. “What in the hells⁠—”

One guard raised his crossbow.

Callen couldn’t contain the power any longer. It erupted from him in a violent surge—a visible wave of heated air that distorted everything around him. The blast radiated outward with explosive force, striking the guards before they could react. Their weapons glowed red-hot in an instant, metal components warping and leather grips smoking. The men screamed, dropping their crossbows, clutching burned hands to their chests.

The wave continued outward, igniting paper and cloth throughout the room as it passed. Books on nearby shelves began to smolder, and tapestries burst into flames. The wooden doorframe, already damaged from the forced entry, blackened and cracked as moisture inside the wood boiled instantly.

Amara shielded her face from the intense heat. Had he controlled it enough to keep it from reaching her?

“Can’t hold it much longer,” Callen gasped, sweat pouring down his face, his eyes glowing with the same energy that rippled through the air. “We need to move.”

The guards stumbled backward, uniforms smoking in places where metal buckles and fittings had conducted the heat. None blocked their path as Callen and Amara rushed toward the door, the floor planks creaking beneath their feet.

“Can you hold it long enough to reach the end of the street?” Amara asked, supporting him as they moved past the confused patrol.

“Have to,” Callen grunted, strain in his voice.

They’d nearly reached the corner when Callen sensed a disruption in the energy pattern. He turned to see one of the guards raising his crossbow toward them.

Amara saw it too. “Callen!”

The last surge of power still lingered in Callen’s body. With a desperate gesture, he released what remained, sending a burst of energy directly at the crossbow. The weapon’s wooden stock ignited and its metal trigger mechanism warped. The guard screamed as flames licked up his arm, the bolt discharging harmlessly into a nearby wall as the bowstring snapped.

The distraction gave Callen and Amara the seconds they needed to disappear around the corner. Callen staggered, strength rapidly fading. The power had exacted its price—his legs threatened to buckle, and each breath burned in his lungs. And maybe he’d now be afflicted by the scales. But to get away…

“Keep moving,” he said to her, though she was the one now supporting more of his weight.

They fled through narrow side streets, zigzagging between cramped buildings. The predawn air carried the musty scent of yesterday’s rain mixed with the ever-present stench of the city. Their footsteps echoed on cobblestones slick with morning dew, the sound seeming unnaturally loud in the quiet that precedes a city’s awakening.

Thankfully, the sounds of pursuit gradually faded. Callen’s condition deteriorated with each block they covered. The power he’d used had taken a significant physical toll. His movements became increasingly uncoordinated—first a stumble, then a pronounced stagger, until Amara had to take more of his weight with each step.

“Just need to rest,” he said, though even speaking seemed to drain what little strength remained. By the time they reached a small courtyard several streets away, Callen could barely stand.

“Here,” Amara guided him to a recessed doorway where they could rest momentarily out of sight. “Let me check you.” She ran her hands along his arm, chest, back, then stopped at his neck. “Your heartbeat is erratic. Whatever that fragment does, it’s drawing energy from you.”

She pulled up his sleeves and seemed relieved.

Nothing so far.

“And it’s been worth it,” Callen said, gasping to take steady breaths. “Finch and Wren?”

“I hope they managed to get away before the fire consumed everything.”

He squeezed his eyes tightly. That had been his fault.

The drift had never done that before. It was the fragment—but how?

Only it wasn’t the first time he’d done something with the fragment. He’d masked them when they’d encountered the guards near the Pyrin. That had been one thing, but this was something else entirely. This was power.

With Amara’s support, Callen managed to regain his feet. They continued at a slower pace, working their way northward through progressively poorer districts where Sturmov presence thinned. Dawn’s light was breaking over the eastern walls when they finally spotted the tavern in the center of a neglected square. Most of the surrounding buildings appeared abandoned, windows boarded and doors secured with heavy chains.

“Not the most welcoming neighborhood,” Amara said as they approached the Broken Tower’s weathered entrance.

The tower’s massive wooden door stood slightly ajar, just enough to suggest occupancy rather than abandonment. No lights visible within, no sounds of movement. Callen’s drift sense, still recovering from the fragment’s abuse, detected only faint signs of recent human presence.

They slipped inside, Callen tensed and as alert as he could be for any sign of ambush or pursuit. The heavy door shut behind them with a creak that echoed through the silence, sealing them in complete darkness for several heartbeats until his eyes adjusted to the dim light filtering through cracks in the boarded windows.

A circular chamber had a vaulted ceiling high overhead, stone walls stained with something foul. Debris littered the inside—broken furniture, shattered roof tiles, the remains of nests built by birds or larger creatures. The musty scent of decay hung in the air, mingled with something else—something acrid and off.

Wooden stairs spiraled upward along the inner wall. Several were visibly rotted through, creating gaps. The staircase disappeared into darkness above. Callen studied it with concern, wondering whether his weakened state would allow the climb.

A soft scraping sound from above froze them both. Callen’s hand went to his knife despite his weakened state, while Amara pressed against him. The sound came again—deliberate movement, not the random settling of an abandoned building. Someone—or something—was waiting for them upstairs.

“Up here,” a voice called softly from above. “Second level.”

Finch.

Relief washed over him.

They climbed cautiously, Callen’s hand near his concealed knife. The second level opened into a chamber far more habitable than the entrance below. Lanterns provided warm light, brightening a space that served as both living quarters and makeshift laboratory. And in the center, Finch and Wren waited, surrounded by scrolls and equipment that it looked as if hastily salvaged from Finch’s workshop.

“You made it,” Wren said. “Didn’t think we’d see you again after setting half the district on fire.”

Finch stepped forward. “Fire manipulation through the drift channeling. I’ve only read about such abilities in ancient texts. There were some who were said to command heat and flame by finding the resonant frequency of fire itself.” His voice dropped. “I don’t know what they were called, but they’ve been nothing more than myth for centuries. Yet here you stand.”

“The fragment. Not me.”

Finch shook his head slowly. “The fragment is merely a catalyst. What flows through it comes from within you.” He gestured to the air between them. “The old texts describe exactly what I witnessed—targeted thermal manipulation, protective barriers of heat that harm enemies while sparing allies. These techniques were thought lost with the fall of the Dragon Temples.”

“Lost or not, it nearly killed him,” Amara said. “And it still might.”

Wren had remained quiet, watching Callen. “I’ve seen many things in my years, Nightshade, but never anything like what you did back there. Those guards—their weapons melted in their hands. The air ignited. And yet the woman beside you remained untouched by it all. How did you control who burned and who didn’t?”

“It was the fragment,” Callen said, though he wasn’t entirely certain that was true. Something had changed in how the fragment responded to him—or perhaps in how he responded to it.

“This changes my assessment,” Finch said, as if coming to a decision.

“Meaning?” Amara asked.

“Meaning I previously considered your quest hopeless—a mother’s desperate attempt to rescue a child already beyond saving.” Finch gestured toward Callen. “But now I see a potential asset even the Ashen Oath couldn’t ignore. Your abilities could provide access to facilities conventional methods couldn’t breach.”

Wren cleared his throat. “Perhaps we should discuss this after confirming we weren’t followed? Sturmov will be looking for all of us now.”

“They were already looking for me,” Finch said dismissively. “My various residences are compromised with disappointing regularity. Hence this backup location.” He turned to Amara. “Your daughter—you said she shows signs of fire affinity? This creates possibilities.”

“What possibilities?” Callen asked, fatigue making his patience wear thin.

“They’re preparing for something,” Finch said. “Something that requires individuals with particular abilities. Your daughter likely fits a profile they’ve been actively seeking, but I wonder if perhaps you fit that profile even more.”

Callen blinked, trying to clear his thoughts. He wasn’t wrong. Krell could have killed him in the ambush, but left him alive.

And the fragment responded to him. Somehow.

What did that mean?

“Why?”

“Sturmov is after more than Pyrin powers. They have been hunting those with other abilities the last six months.” He paused, studying Callen with renewed intensity. “Fragments shouldn’t function for most people. They’re inert, dormant.”

“Not always,” he said, thinking of Tarek.

Would that be his fate?

“Yes. Not always, and not lately, as Sturmov has been experimenting with such things. Rather than harm you, it responds. And might even amplify abilities you didn’t even know you possessed.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” He was having a hard time following the line of conversation.

“It means certain bloodlines carried the potential, dormant until activated by contact with specific elements.”

“What does this have to do with Callen?” Amara asked.

What she really meant was why had they taken Nora—why use her to draw him, if that’s what they were after.

“I don’t know. Perhaps they discovered you have a tolerance for such things. An affinity. Perhaps a latent ability. Strong enough to activate a fragment, control its power.” He gestured toward Callen’s pocket, where the fragment rested. “And that might be why Krell—and who he serves—wants you alive.”

Callen’s hand unconsciously moved to the fragment.

“So you’ll help us,” Callen stated rather than asked.

Finch studied him for a long moment. “I’ll help. Not out of altruism, but because this may present an opportunity to access Sturmov’s inner workings.” He extended his hand. “And perhaps a chance to correct my mistake.”

He found Wren shifting uneasily.

“Something wrong, Wren?” Callen asked.

Wren’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Just considering the multiple ways this alliance could end with all of us dead—or worse.” He glanced toward the window where early morning light now streamed through. “Sturmov doesn’t forgive interference with their projects. And they have resources we don’t—and money we can barely imagine.”

“You’ve never been afraid of risk before,” Callen said.

“I’ve never seen someone command fire with a thought before, either,” Wren countered, unconsciously rubbing his hands as if feeling phantom heat. “Weapons melting in men’s hands, flames that know friend from foe—things beyond my understanding make me nervous. And right now, Nightshade, you’re very much beyond my understanding.”

The admission hung in the air, a rare moment of complete honesty from someone who trafficked primarily in half truths and misdirection.

Finch cleared his throat. “We should rest while we can. Tonight, we’ll need to retrieve additional materials from my secondary cache. And then”—he looked directly at Callen—“we need to see if there’s any way to help train you. If we’re to have any chance of success, you need to understand and control what you can do. Hopefully I can find something in my records that will make a difference.”


Chapter Fifteen


AWAKENING ABILITIES


The first light of dawn had barely broken over Ironvale when Wren announced he was leaving. “I’ll gather what information I can,” he said, adjusting the pockets of his coat. “Sturmov patrols, guard rotations, interesting rumors—the usual.”

Callen watched from a worn pallet in the corner of the tower’s second level, still recovering from the fragment’s power. Exhaustion washed through him even though he’d been resting. “Be careful. They’ll be looking for all of us after last night.”

“Please,” Wren said, his small frame straightening. “I was disappearing in plain sight when you were still learning which end of a knife to hold.” He paused at the doorway. “Besides, nothing attracts attention in Ironvale quite like a building suddenly bursting into flames. Makes gathering information easier—everyone loves to gossip about a good fire.”

After Wren slipped away, silence settled over the tower. Amara had finally collapsed into sleep, resting fitfully on a makeshift bed of blankets. Finch moved between stacks of books he’d managed to rescue, muttering to himself as he organized them with a system comprehensible only to him.

Callen closed his eyes, trying to center himself. His body felt hollow, drained in a way that went beyond physical exhaustion. Whatever power the fragment had channeled through him had taken a toll he hadn’t expected. And worse, he wanted to know more about it—and how to control it were it to happen again.

“You should eat.” Finch held out a small bundle of dried meat and hard bread, leaving Callen wondering where he’d managed to get them. More supplies that he’d brought with him, or was it something he’d stored here for emergencies? “You don’t know when the next chance will be.”

Callen took the food, suddenly aware of his gnawing hunger. “You said something about training.”

Finch’s eyes gleamed with barely contained excitement. “If we’re to have any chance at what you want to do, you’ll need to understand and control these abilities. I’m not sure I have the answers, but eat, then we can see what we might come up with.” He gestured to a cleared space in the center of the room. “We can begin after you’ve eaten.”

As Callen ate, he found himself staring at the fragment resting on the small table beside him. Such a small thing to hold so much power. In his years with the Black Veil, he’d encountered objects rumored to possess strange abilities—enchanted weapons, dangerous compounds, artifacts from forgotten civilizations. But those had been tools to be used, not anything like this fragment.

Only, that hadn’t been entirely true.

There had been another time, another artifact…

He pushed those thoughts aside.

He flexed his fingers, remembering the sensation of heat flowing through them—not burning, but something almost alive, responsive to his drift abilities in ways he’d never imagined possible. If he could control it, then rescuing Nora wouldn’t be an impossibility.

“How do you feel?” Amara asked.

He breathed out. “Sore. Tired. Uncertain. Probably the same as you.”

“I’ve been like that for years now,” she said. “Ever since Kiran was lost to me.” Her words trailed off as she spoke.

“You don’t like to talk about him.”

She shook her head once. “I tell Nora things, sometimes, but while hiding, it’s hard. We needed to pretend.”

“And it was easier just to say nothing.”

“No. But necessary, nonetheless. I want to keep her alive. And I want to know who was really responsible. His death wasn’t an accident.”

Callen inhaled deeply. “I know.”

He hadn’t been sent for her husband, but from what she’d told him of how he’d died—targeted while walking late one night, a single dart to the neck—he suspected a Black Veil. The question he had—and she likely had—was why. Kiran was a diplomat. That was it. Negotiating for peace for the Pyrin people. Not a spy, and certainly not a danger to anyone. His death likely made negotiations more difficult, not less.

“I’m sorry.”

She rubbed at her eyes, then nodded to Finch. “I think he’s ready. Are you?”

He didn’t know, but what choice did he have?

“I’m guess I am,” he said finally, slowly standing. He checked his arms for any sign of scales but saw nothing. At least so far. How long before they began to work along his flesh like they had with Tarek? And from there… he didn’t think he’d have long.

But so far, there was nothing. Callen didn’t know what that meant, if anything, but maybe his ability with the drift could help protect him. Somehow.

His body protested, muscles stiff and joints aching. Weakness was another luxury he couldn’t afford. He stood in a circular space maybe fifteen feet across and cleared of debris and surrounded by chalk markings inscribed with symbols he didn’t recognize.

“Dragon script,” Finch explained. “Or at least what I believe to be dragon script, based on fragments recovered from temple ruins. The actual language is lost, but according to several obscure texts, these symbols may have shared properties with the drift.”

Callen looked up. He’d never heard of symbols having such abilities.

Amara had awakened fully and now sat cross-legged near the wall, watching with a mixture of concern and scholarly interest. “You’re saying these symbols help channel energy?”

“In theory.” Finch walked the perimeter, checking his handiwork with the fussy precision of an academic. “The old stories claim the ancients used such inscriptions to focus their abilities. I’ve never seen it done, of course, but the principle seems sound. At worst, they’ll do nothing. At best, they might help contain any unexpected discharges.”

The implication wasn’t lost on Callen. The destruction of Finch’s workshop demonstrated just how powerful—and volatile—the fragment’s power could be.

“Why don’t you remove the fragment but keep it within reach. We should see what you can do.”

Callen placed the shell piece on a small wooden stand Finch had positioned at the center of the circle. Even at arm’s length, he could feel its presence—a subtle power that seemed to match the rhythm of his heartbeat.

“I’ve seen a few texts describe the relationship between the ancients and fragments as linked in some way,” Finch said, circling Callen like an instructor evaluating a student, though he glanced uncertainly at his own notes. “I’ve given some thought to what it does and how you connect to it. I suspect the fragment doesn’t contain power so much as it catalyzes what already exists within you. I imagine it’s like a key unlocking a door—the space beyond the door was always there, but inaccessible until opened.”

“So the power comes from me, not the fragment?” Callen asked, skeptical. That wasn’t how it felt.

The memory rose unbidden as Callen stared at the fragment—a moment he’d tried to bury beneath years of disciplined control. Five years ago. A nobleman’s estate outside the capital. Moonlight lingering along the ornate garden paths as he slipped between shadows.

“Retrieve the artifact. No witnesses.” The instructions had been clear.

The vault had been easy to enter—the nobleman’s security no match for Black Veil training. Inside, displayed on a velvet cushion beneath a glass dome, was an object unlike anything Callen had seen before.

The egg—if that was what it was—had been larger than he’d expected, colors along the surface shifting in the dim light. He’d been reaching for it when one of the housestaff had entered. That was what Callen had thought. Later, he’d come to suspect the man had been a scholar—perhaps like Finch.

Not a fighter, not a threat.

“Please,” the man had said. “You don’t understand what you’re taking.”

When Callen’s fingers brushed the egg’s shell, the world exploded. Every nerve in his body ignited at once. The drift surged through him like lightning. For a heartbeat that seemed to stretch much longer than it should have, Callen felt everything—the nobleman’s racing heart, the sleeping guards, the night creatures in the forest, all in patterns he suddenly understood were alive.

When awareness returned, the man lay dead—but not from Callen’s blade. He’d never known what had killed him. Not really. But he’d suspected it came from that surge of power that had nearly overwhelmed him.

Callen had completed his mission, delivered the egg, and filed his report. But he’d never mentioned what happened when he touched it. How could he explain what he didn’t understand? The mission was marked successful. But something had changed in him that night. He’d known it in that moment.

“Yes and no.” Finch stopped, stroking his beard. “Your family bloodline might carry some power of the ancients, diluted by generations but present nonetheless. The fragment could be resonating with those traces, amplifying latent abilities you’ve always possessed.” He studied Callen. “Your Black Veil training may have inadvertently honed these abilities without anyone realizing their true nature. The drift sensitivity they cultivated in you was perhaps building on natural predisposition rather than purely trained skill.”

Callen thought of his training—years spent developing awareness of his surroundings through vibration and energy patterns. Stark had always praised his aptitude, claiming he possessed the strongest sensitivity with the drift they’d seen in a long time. It was what made him so skilled—and feared. It was why he’d been entrusted with missions others wouldn’t be. How he’d become Nightshade.

“How do you suggest I control it?” he asked.

Finch hesitated, flipping through several pages of notes. “I’m not sure. Perhaps begin with what you know,” he suggested. “Extend the drift sense as you would normally, but focus on the fragment. Don’t touch it—just establish the connection.”

Callen closed his eyes, centering himself as he had countless times during Black Veil operations. He expanded his awareness outward, feeling the familiar patterns of the room—Amara’s steady presence, Finch’s more erratic energy, the ancient stones of the tower with their deep, slow vibrations.

The fragment pulsed at the center of it all, like a heart pumping energy rather than blood. As his awareness touched it, Callen felt an immediate response—a surge of warmth that traveled through his consciousness rather than his body.

“Alright. I’ve done that.”

“So soon?”

“It’s not as if I have no practice with the drift,” Callen said.

“Of course. Can you maintain that connection with your eyes fully open? Look for the energy patterns, not just feel them?”

Callen hadn’t closed his eyes, but had never attempted to look for the drift. Could he even see anything?

As he tried, he found… nothing.

“I don’t see anything different,” he said. “Just perhaps the faintest shimmer around the fragment, but that could be a trick of the light.”

Finch’s expression fell slightly, though he quickly masked his disappointment. “Well, the texts may have been exaggerating. Or simply incomplete. A few other texts I’ve seen have suggested awakened sight was merely a poetic description rather than literal visual perception.” He flipped through several pages of notes. “Some accounts suggest it takes months of practice before visual manifestations become apparent. Your abilities are already exceptional—perhaps focus on what you can already do well.”

Callen nodded. His awareness could feel the connection to the fragment, even if his eyes couldn’t see it. Like sensing a person standing in darkness—knowing their presence without seeing their form. That was something he’d been able to do with the drift for a while already.

“Let’s try a different approach,” Finch suggested, tapping a weathered page. “The Kalidren text fragments describe practitioners who could influence energy without visual guidance. Pure manipulation of the drift.”

“And how is it that you know so much about the drift?”

It was a question he should have asked before. It troubled him now.

“There were things asked of me⁠—”

“By Sturmov?”

Finch frowned, falling quiet a moment. “I thought so at the time. It fit. Sturmov served the Lord Regent, so his interest in the drift and these powers fits. I’ve come to realize it was about more than that. Another was after it, seeking truths to the power of the drift and its origins.”

“Who?”

“Perhaps it was always Sturmov, but I think it’s one who serves him. And Sturmov is looking for answers to explain his servant.”

“Stark,” he said.

Finch nodded. “I think so. He’s widely rumored to be one of the most powerful with the drift⁠—”

“He is. He taught me everything.”

“That fits. As does the drive to understand all that we can of the drift. Its origins. How that power resonates. Whether there’s some source for it.”

Things Callen had never really considered. The power was always just there.

Now, perhaps, he had to understand it.

He reached out, focusing the drift sense on the fragment. Though he couldn’t see any visible energy, he could feel it—a warmth and pressure against his awareness, like standing near a fire with closed eyes. As his hand approached, the pressure intensified, moving toward his outstretched fingers.

He concentrated, attempting to guide this invisible force. For a moment, nothing happened beyond the heightened sensation of warmth. Then the fragment itself glowed with visible light—not just a trick of perception but actual light that cast shadows across Finch’s face. The air between Callen’s palm and the fragment shimmered like heat rising.

Finch took a step backward. “I didn’t expect such an immediate manifestation.”

The connection strengthened, overwhelming Callen’s tentative control. What had been warmth became scorching heat racing up his arm. The fragment’s glow intensified painfully, and small objects around the circle began to vibrate and shift position—broken stones skittering across the floor, dust swirling in patterns.

“Too much,” Finch said. “Perhaps try focusing on containing rather than directing? One account mentions narrowing the stream of power as water through a canal.”

Callen struggled against the torrent of energy, his jaw clenched tight. Finch’s suggestion about water in a canal triggered a memory from his Black Veil training—how to narrow focus during sensory overload. He concentrated not on controlling the power but on containing it, imagining boundaries forming around the flow.

The pain didn’t diminish, but it stabilized. The heat remained confined to his arm rather than spreading farther. The objects stopped vibrating, though the air around his hand still shimmered visibly.

“I think I have it,” Callen said, each word an effort.

Finch watched. “Try directing it. Not outward, but along a specific path. Some of the text fragments suggest practitioners could guide energy through their own bodies first, as a way of tempering it.”

Sweat beaded on Callen’s forehead as he attempted to move the energy—not releasing it, but channeling it like water through that imagined canal. The heat followed his intention, traveling from his extended hand, up his arm, across his shoulder. Each movement required intense concentration.

When the energy reached his other hand, the heat concentrated in his palm, and the air above it wavered more intensely.

“There’s something,” Finch said, squinting. “The air above your hand—it’s heating significantly.”

Callen focused on that spot, drawing the energy toward it. For a brief moment, the shimmering air darkened slightly, almost like the shadow of a flame, before dispersing.

“Remarkable,” Finch murmured. “Not quite thermal manifestation, but definitely directional heat manipulation.”

Callen maintained the flame for several seconds before carefully releasing his hold on the energy. The fire flickered out, leaving no trace of heat or burn on his skin. He staggered slightly, the effort leaving him lightheaded.

“That’s enough for now,” Amara said, moving quickly to his side. “If you’re too exhausted, you’ll take even longer to recover.”

“Yes, yes, quite enough,” Finch said, though he looked disappointed. “Perhaps you do need to rest.” His eyes remained fixed on the spot where the almost-flame had appeared. “The fragment’s energy is potent—and clearly responsive to you in ways I’ve never witnessed firsthand.”

Callen lowered himself to the floor, accepting the water Amara offered. His hand trembled slightly from the strain of containing that much power.

“All of this because they took Nora to draw me out,” Callen said.

Finch nodded. “A cruel strategy. Though a child with Pyrin heritage who is manifesting some talent is valuable in her own right.”

“Do you even know what they’re doing to those they’ve taken?” Amara asked.

Finch hesitated, clearly weighing how much to share. “From what I’ve gathered, they begin with evaluation—tests to determine compatibility and strength. Those who show promise undergo procedures to enhance or even extract their abilities.”

He spoke with a clinical tone, leaving Callen wondering what role Finch had once had in it. But he didn’t know what it meant for Nora—only that he would get her back.

For the next few hours, Callen practiced with the fragment. The scholar offered what assistance he could, piecing together techniques from fragmentary texts and obscure references, but much of Callen’s progress came through his own understanding of the drift.

“Try this,” Finch would suggest, reading from a crumbling scroll. “The Eastern Temple adherents apparently controlled heat intensity by modulating their breath patterns.” Later, he offered different advice. “Perhaps alter your stance? The Yantari mention practitioners with feet positioned perpendicular to their target.”

Some suggestions helped; others proved useless or even counterproductive. Finch recorded every attempt, his academic excitement clear, though he often seemed as surprised as Callen when something actually worked.

What began as basic manipulation—generating flames—gradually refined into more refined techniques such as warming specific objects without touching them, sensing energy patterns at greater distances, even influencing the drift of nearby materials.

That last seemed more significant.

Callen had suspected there would be a way to influence the drift, but had never managed anything like that.

“Your progress is impressive,” Finch said late in the day, reviewing his extensive notes. “Without formal training or complete texts⁠—”

“I’ve had training,” Callen said, holding a sphere of flame in his palm. He could feel the drift in it. “Black Veil training. And a lot of it.”

The sharp rattle of the tower’s lower door interrupted them. Callen dismissed the flame, his hand moving to his knife. But the drift senses told him what he needed to know even before hearing anything else moving.

“It’s Wren,” he said as the sound of footsteps began climbing the tower stairs.

The small man appeared, looking considerably more disheveled than when he’d left. His elaborate coat was mud-spattered, one pocket torn, and a fresh scratch marked his left cheek.

“Productive day?” Finch asked, eyeing Wren’s condition with mild concern.

“Depends on how you define productive.” Wren dropped a leather satchel on the table, its contents producing a muted clinking of glass and metal. “If you mean did I gather useful information while nearly being caught by three separate Sturmov patrols, then yes, extraordinarily productive.”

He pulled off his mud-caked boots, revealing mismatched socks—one blue, one striped—before settling himself on a stool in the corner. “The entire eastern district is crawling with security. They’re checking identification at every corner, questioning anyone who looks even slightly suspicious.” He gestured to his face. “This lovely souvenir came courtesy of a particularly zealous guard who thought I resembled a description they’ve been circulating.”

“What description?” Callen asked.

“A small man with many pockets,” Wren said. “Rather broad, if you ask me. Half the merchants in the lower market could fit that description.” He rummaged in his satchel, producing a loaf of bread that had seen better days and a folded piece of parchment sealed with wax. “But that wasn’t the most interesting part of my adventures. This arrived at one of my drop points. Addressed to The Scholar Who Studies That Which Flies.” His eyes fixed on Finch. “Only three people know I maintain that particular drop point, and two of them are in this room.”

Finch took the parchment, examining the wax seal with a frown. “Ashen Oath.”

“Apparently,” Wren said. “Or someone is laying an elaborate trap.”

Finch broke the seal and unfolded the parchment, scanning the contents quickly. His expression darkened. “They’re accelerating the timetable.”

“What timetable?” Amara asked.

“The research facility northeast of the city is planning to move test subjects. Likely to the main facility beneath Sturmov Manor. It’s happening in three days. Word is that it’s going to be done under the watch of the Black Veil.”

“Krell?” Callen asked.

Wren held his gaze. “He’s said to be a part of it.”

“It’s a trap,” Callen said. “They want me to know Krell is involved.”

“Probably,” Wren agreed, “but if any part of it’s true, and if they move her to the manor, extraction becomes nearly impossible.”

“The facility there is heavily guarded. Even with the fragment and whatever control you have with it, the odds would be unfavorable,” Finch said.

“Three days,” Callen said. “Trap or not. That’s our window.”

Wren snorted. “A rather small window, considering we have no plan, limited resources, and unless you’ve had significant luck while I’ve been away, you’re still learning to control abilities that might burn us all to cinders if you sneeze wrong.”

“Do we have a choice?” Amara asked. She looked at him, and Callen could see the fear in her eyes, as if asking if he would go along with it, regardless of knowing that it was probably a trap.

“We won’t wait,” he said. He turned to Finch. “How quickly can we reach the facility?”

“A day’s journey on foot, less if we could secure transportation,” Finch answered. “But approaching undetected is another matter. The facility is built into the foothills, surrounded by cleared land specifically to prevent covert approach.”

“What about your Ashen Oath contacts?” Callen asked. “Can they help?”

If they had help, maybe they could be the ones to spring a trap.

Finch exchanged glances with Wren. “Perhaps. This note suggests they have someone inside—how else would they know about the transfer schedule?” He stroked his beard thoughtfully. “I’ll need to arrange a meeting, verify the information.”

“We don’t have time for verification,” Amara said.

“We make time,” Wren said. “Walking into a trap helps no one, least of all your daughter.”

“He’s right,” Callen said, though it pained him to admit it. Every moment delayed was another moment Nora remained in Sturmov hands. “We need more information before we move.”

He turned back to the fragment. Three days to master abilities he barely understood. Three days to plan an infiltration of a heavily guarded facility. Three days to save Nora before she disappeared into Sturmov Manor’s depths.

“I’ll continue training,” he said. “Day and night if necessary. And focus only on techniques that might help us breach the facility.”

Finch nodded. “I have some ideas along those lines. If you could learn to extend your thermal manipulation to mechanisms—locks, hinges, perhaps even weapon components…”

“Whatever it takes,” Callen said.

They had three days. He had three days.

Callen’s hand closed around the fragment, feeling its power pulse in response. For Nora, he would become whatever he needed to be—even if that meant embracing the strange power that he’d feared from the moment he’d first felt it all those years ago.


Chapter Sixteen


BLOOD AND THE DRIFT


Callen watched Amara from across the tower room, noting the exhaustion etched in the lines of her face. She had been poring over Finch’s salvaged texts for hours, barely moving except to shift from one pile of papers to another. The scattered documents formed chaos around her, Finch’s cramped handwriting covering pages filled with obscure references and half-formed theories about dragon artifacts.

Outside the tower’s narrow windows, darkness had fallen over the city. Callen had spent the entire day practicing with the fragment, pushing himself despite the burning fatigue in his muscles. Three days—maybe less—before Nora would be transferred beyond their reach, and that was if she was even there. The problem was that it was the only lead they had. The thought kept him going even as his body protested.

He lowered his hand, releasing the narrow thread of heat he’d been maintaining. His control was improving, but not quickly enough. Not for what they would face.

“You should rest,” he said, breaking the silence that had stretched between them for hours.

Amara looked up, blinking as if remembering she wasn’t alone. “So should you,” she replied, her voice hoarse from disuse. “But neither of us will, will we?”

He crossed the room, stepping carefully over Finch’s chalk markings. The scholar had departed hours ago to meet with his Ashen Oath contact, promising to return with more information about the facility where Nora was being held.

“Finding anything useful?” Callen asked, studying the scattered papers around her.

“Fragments. Pieces.” She gestured at the chaotic arrangement. “Finch’s research is brilliantly insightful and completely disorganized. It’s like trying to assemble a puzzle with half the pieces missing.”

Callen pulled up a stool, lowering himself carefully. The pain from his wounds had diminished since beginning his practice with the fragment, as if the energy somehow accelerated his healing.

“What are you looking for specifically?” he asked.

“Anything about how dragon artifacts might be used to locate people with certain abilities. If they’re tracking Pyrin descendants, maybe there’s a way to stop it.” She paused, her fingers hovering over a crumbling journal with a cracked leather binding. “And I found something else.” She selected another journal from the pile. “Finch has notes scattered throughout his texts about noble families who studied dragon artifacts. References to private collections, research partnerships, that sort of thing.” She opened to a page she’d marked and handed it to him. “Including this.”

Callen leaned closer, reading the passage she indicated:

House Selwyn’s third generation scholars documented peculiar observations when studying dragon-sourced materials. Baron Cornelius Selwyn’s records note that certain family members exhibited unusual sensitivity to these artifacts—an inherited trait most prominently manifesting in female descendants. The family’s detailed journals mysteriously vanished from their archives, suggesting the Selwyns deliberately concealed knowledge they considered too dangerous to preserve openly.

Callen looked up from the page, meeting Amara’s eyes. “Your family.”

“My ancestors,” she said, her expression troubled. “I knew House Selwyn had secrets—every noble family guards their specialized knowledge. But dragon research?” She shook her head. “This was never mentioned, not even in private family histories.”

“Could explain your father’s involvement with whatever the Lord Regent plans,” Callen said. “If I can control the fragment⁠—”

Before he could pursue the thought, a sharp rapping came from below—a rapid, urgent pattern against the tower’s lower door. Callen was on his feet instantly, hand moving to his knife as the drift sense expanded outward. He detected two figures—one familiar with the distinctive energy pattern of Finch, but the other…

“Someone’s with Finch,” he said quietly. “Stay back.”

Callen moved silently to the stairwell, his hand already on his knife. He positioned himself in the shadows, ready to strike if necessary. His drift sense expanded downward, seeking information before the visitor reached them. The lower door groaned as it opened, and then Finch’s voice drifted upward, tense and hushed.

“Careful with the steps—they’re not stable. Lean on me if you must.”

A pained grunt answered him, followed by the labored sound of someone struggling to climb. Callen’s drift sense registered the second figure more clearly now—a young man whose energy patterns fluctuated erratically. Blood loss, he suspected.

Finch appeared first at the top of the stairs, his hair plastered to his forehead with sweat, his robes smeared with dark stains.

Blood, Callen realized. And not his own.

Behind him, half dragging himself up the final steps with one hand braced against the stone wall, came Elhan. The young Pyrin man’s face was drawn with pain, jaw clenched tightly. Blood had soaked through crude bandages wrapped around his torso. One arm hung limp at his side, the shoulder at an unnatural angle that suggested dislocation.

Elhan made it to the top step and straightened as much as his injuries allowed. His gaze swept the room, taking in Amara and the scattered research materials before landing on Callen. His eyes widened momentarily before narrowing to slits. Despite his injuries, his posture shifted as if he were going to fight, hands clenched into fists.

“What happened?” Callen asked. He knew Elhan didn’t care for him, but he thought they’d moved past overt anger.

Finch ran a hand through his hair. “Sturmov forces ambushed the Pyrin group as they were moving refugees toward the eastern safe houses.”

“And Sarral?” Amara asked, her hands steady as she carefully unwrapped Elhan’s blood-soaked bandages. The fabric stuck to his wounds, causing him to suck in a sharp breath as she worked.

“Captured,” Elhan said. Sweat beaded on his forehead, but Callen couldn’t tell if it was from pain or barely contained rage. “They took him alive. I saw them binding his hands. The same for Jessa.”

His eyes darkened as Amara revealed the extent of his injuries—a jagged gash across his ribs that had been hastily cauterized, possibly by his own fire abilities. The skin around it was angry red, threatening infection.

“The others?” she asked, reaching for her medicine pouch.

“The lucky ones scattered into the woods,” Elhan continued, his voice hollow. “Three families. Children. They knew exactly where we would be. Our exact route. The timing. The number of people.”

The accusation in his tone was unmistakable.

“We didn’t betray your position,” Callen said, keeping his voice deliberately even. “We came straight to Finch after meeting you.”

“Then how did they know?” Elhan asked, half rising from his chair before wincing and sitting once more. “We’ve used that route for months without detection. Then suddenly, days after meeting you, we’re surrounded by Sturmov forces.”

“Listen. If I wanted to harm you or your people, I’d have done it when we first met,” Callen said.

Amara shook her head at Elhan. “Stop moving unless you want these wounds to reopen and kill you before you can help anyone.”

The practical concern seemed to penetrate Elhan’s anger.

“I’ve spent three years with this man,” Amara continued, pressing a poultice against Elhan’s wound. It made him wince. “Watched him protect my daughter at risk to his own life. Fight to keep her safe from the very people who now hold her.” Her voice hardened. “You’re not the only one who’s suffered loss at Sturmov’s hands. Now tell us how we can help.”

Elhan took a moment before answering, as if debating whether he wanted to share. Finally, he did. “The Ashen Oath are planning an operation,” he said reluctantly, each word measured. “They’re going to infiltrate the warehouse facility northeast of the city where they’ve taken the captives.”

“When?”

“Two days from now.” Elhan’s gaze shifted to Amara as she worked on his injuries, perhaps finding her easier to address than Callen. “They have someone on the inside, a worker who’s been gathering intelligence for months. Documenting Sturmov’s operations.”

Callen shared a look with Amara. “If the Ashen Oath are already mounting an operation, we could⁠—”

“They’re not going to welcome Black Veil assistance,” Elhan said. “Even former ones. Especially not the butcher of Ashen Valley. They know what you’ve done.”

The words settled over Callen like a heavy shroud, worse than his old nickname of Nightshade. He had tried to distance himself from his past, building a new life in Emberdale. The steady rhythm of the forge, Nora’s curious questions, and the quiet partnership he’d formed with Amara had given him purpose beyond the darkness of his former life.

But some shadows couldn’t be outrun.

“I was there,” Callen said, no defensiveness in his voice, just a deep, abiding sadness. The fragment in his pocket warmed slightly, as if responding to the emotion he usually kept contained. “I couldn’t stop what happened,” he said, each word measured and heavy with regret. “I managed to help a few civilians escape into the forest while the others were occupied with the main village. Not enough.” He squeezed his eyes shut. “Never enough.” He met Elhan’s gaze directly, offering no excuses. “Afterward, I discovered the truth. The operation was never about security. It was about clearing valuable land for mining rights. Land that the Lord Regent claimed and gave to Sturmov Industries within weeks.”

The fragment pulsed gently against his leg in a way that it had not done before.

“It’s why I left,” he said simply. “Why I turned my back on everything I’d been trained to do. Why I chose to protect Amara and Nora when I was sent to eliminate them.” His voice grew softer. “I understand why you don’t trust me. I wouldn’t trust me either, in your position.”

Surprisingly, the fragment’s energy shifted, as if responding to his sadness and regret rather than anger or rage. Callen felt it spreading through him, not as heat but as awareness, opening channels he hadn’t known existed. It was a distant realization, though. All he could focus on was what he’d done. What he’d felt.

Years of guilt and regret poured out as he faced Elhan’s accusation, words he’d never spoken aloud finally breaking free.

“You lost your family,” he said, locking eyes with Elhan. “I don’t know if I can really understand that pain.”

The fragment changed, now growing hot again, reacting to the change in his emotion somehow. The metal casing of Callen’s belt knife grew warm where it touched his skin.

“Everything I did, all those years, I believed was necessary. Protection. Security. The greater good.” Callen’s voice cracked. “Until Ashen Valley shattered those illusions and I saw what we truly were. What I had become. Right now, a child who’s been under my protection is being held,” he said, the words coming faster now. “A child who calls me Papa even though we share no blood. A child who trusts me to keep her safe, just as your family once trusted their protectors before the Black Veil came.”

The wooden floor beneath his feet began to smoke slightly where he stood, yet Callen felt no pain from the heat suffusing his body.

“And I will do whatever it takes to get her back,” he finished, his voice barely above a whisper now but somehow filling the entire room. “Whatever it costs me. Whether you trust me or not. Whether the Ashen Oath accept my help or not. I will not fail her as I failed those at Ashen Valley.”

The energy from the fragment peaked as his words ended, power surrounding him.

For a moment, Callen feared losing control as he had before. But instead of erupting into destructive heat, something entirely different happened. The power flowed through Callen in controlled waves, extending outward not as fire but as pure drift—invisible ripples of energy that passed through the room’s occupants without harming them.

His awareness suddenly expanded beyond anything he’d experienced before, even during his most intense Black Veil operations. The tower around him became transparent to his perception, its stone walls and wooden beams appearing as patterns of energy and vibration rather than solid matter. Beyond the tower, he sensed the city of Ironvale spreading outward—thousands of lives, each with its unique signature in the drift.

His perception expanded farther still, encompassing the countryside surrounding the city. Forests, fields, rivers—all became visible as patterns of living energy. And to the northeast, just as Elhan had described, he sensed a concentration of tightly controlled power—the Sturmov facility built into the foothills.

Inside it, energy signatures of dozens of guards, workers, prisoners. And among them, faintly but unmistakably, one pattern he would recognize anywhere.

Nora.

His awareness fixed on her instantly. Beyond her, other children with similar patterns—though none with Nora’s distinctive dual nature. And in another section of the facility, adults with Pyrin heritage and the unmistakable sense of the drift. Sarral and Jessa among them, their energies diminished but intact.

Heat surged through him, along his arms, through his chest, and down his legs.

The vision was so complete, so overwhelming, that Callen staggered backward, one hand reaching blindly for support. Amara was there, her steady grip on his arm anchoring him as the expanded perception began to fade.

“I can feel her,” he whispered, his voice hoarse. His vision gradually returned to normal, the walls of the tower becoming solid once more, though echoes of the drift patterns lingered in his awareness. “I know exactly where she is. Where they all are.”

Finch had frozen in place, watching with undisguised fascination. “Remarkable,” he breathed. “Extended perception through channeling of the drift at incredible distance.”

Elhan stared at Callen. “What just happened?”

“A breakthrough,” Finch said, excitement bubbling from him so that he practically danced on his toes. “He’s manifested an extension of the drift perception without destructive thermal discharge. This is what the ancient texts describe!”

Callen barely heard them. The connection to Nora lingered in his awareness, already dimming but still present—a tether he could follow.

“She’s alive,” he said to Amara.

Relief flooded Amara’s face, followed quickly by renewed determination. “Then we still have time.”

Callen turned to Elhan. “We need to get word to the Ashen Oath. They need to know what I just discovered. If I can master this, I think I can locate every guard, every prisoner, every…” So much more than he had ever used the ability for. “Every entrance and exit. With that kind of information, their operation has a much better chance of success.”

He tried not to think of what that heat had meant, and whether some part of him had changed—developing the scales like Tarek had. Callen pulled back his sleeves, looking at his arms, but found them unmarked.

For now.

Elhan hesitated before finally giving a reluctant nod. “I’ll take your information to them. But I make no promises about their response.”

“That’s all we ask,” Callen said.

Finch, who had been scribbling notes during the exchange, looked up. “We should attempt to replicate this immediately. If you can maintain and extend the perception⁠—”

“Not yet,” Callen said. “I need to record everything I saw while it’s still fresh in my mind.” He moved to the table, reaching for blank parchment. “Every detail about the facility, the guard positions, the layout.”

As he began sketching the compound’s layout, Callen felt something he hadn’t experienced in days—hope. The fragment had responded to his emotions, not with destructive fire but with expanded awareness. A tool rather than a weapon.

Even if it cost him.


Chapter Seventeen


THE DRIFT BUILDING


Callen’s hands moved across the parchment. The crude charcoal stick left dark lines as he recreated the Sturmov facility from memory—not of something he’d seen, but of something experienced through the drift. Finch hovered nearby, watching as Callen added details to the growing layout—halls and doors, guard locations, and prisoner holding areas all marked as carefully as he could.

“Remarkable,” Finch said, leaning closer as Callen sketched a cross-section of the facility’s lower levels. “You did all of this through the drift?”

“From what I felt. It was the fragment,” he said, rubbing at his arms. He didn’t know at what point he’d feel like he was safe from the scales—if ever. Maybe the fragment merely unlocked something inside of him the way Finch suggested, but if so, why—and how?

“You expect us to believe you saw all this?” Elhan said. “From here? Without ever setting foot in the facility? And you want me to convince the others to work with you because of it?”

“Not saw,” Callen said without looking up. “The drift grants… awareness. This was just more of the same. Like I could see the energy of it rather than physical space.” He continued drawing, adding details about the northeastern section of the compound. “There’s another entrance here.”

Elhan pushed himself up from his makeshift bed, wincing as the movement pulled at his freshly bandaged wounds. He crossed the room with careful steps, studying the drawing with narrowed eyes. “This delivery entrance,” he said finally, pointing to the area Callen had just sketched. “It’s protected by a mechanical gate with a counterweight system. The control mechanism is housed in a small guard post twenty paces to the east.” He looked up, meeting Callen’s eyes. “That’s not something you could guess. We had to pay for that kind of knowledge.”

Finch clapped his hands together once. “The drift perception sounds almost like what was described in the Kalidren fragments. Expanded awareness through what they referred to as a harmonic connection. I’ve always been fascinated by the drift, but now I can’t help but feel as if there’s so much more that I would love to learn. Why certain families seem to have the ability crop up. What makes you… well, you. Could someone develop such an affinity, or is it only something you’re born to? So many things that I would love to understand.”

“The sense is fading,” Callen said as he worked to capture every detail before the memory slipped away completely. “I think the adults with Pyrin heritage are being held separately from the children.” His charcoal moved to another section of the drawing.

“Sarral and Jessa?” Elhan asked, his voice tight.

Callen nodded. “They’d be here. There were six in total.”

Elhan let out a soft sigh. “The Ashen Oath are planning to move in two days,” he said. “A small team.” His finger traced along Callen’s drawing, stopping at the security checkpoints. “If this is accurate…”

“I think it is,” Callen said, rubbing at his arms again.

“Then the Ashen Oath need to see it,” Elhan concluded reluctantly. “Their current plan doesn’t account for the extra guards you’ve identified here and here.” He indicated two sections of the drawing.

Finch studied the detailed drawing, tapping his fingers on the table. “We need my maps.”

“Maps?” Amara asked.

“I’ve spent years collecting detailed cartographic studies of Ironvale and the surrounding territories,” Finch said. “Including multiple potential routes to Sturmov installations.”

“Where are they?” Callen asked, setting down his charcoal.

Finch’s expression faltered. “I may have become somewhat paranoid after Sturmov’s initial interference. The maps are hidden in two separate locations within the city. One at an old colleague’s shop in the merchant quarter, another in a maintenance room near the eastern gatehouse.”

“You want to go into the city?” Amara said. “Now? When Sturmov is actively searching for all of us?”

“The risk is considerable,” Finch said. “But without those maps, we’re operating blind. The facility schematic is only useful if we can plan viable approach and extraction routes.”

If they could get in and out safely, Callen thought. And though he’d had an impression of the location through the drift, it had not included everything around it.

“It’s too dangerous,” Amara said. “We have enough information now to help the Ashen Oath. Adding the risk of capture for theoretical benefit⁠—”

“It’s not theoretical,” Callen said. “Without knowing the surrounding terrain, guard patrols, and alternate escape routes, we’re sending people into a potential trap.” He met Amara’s gaze. “He’s right, Amara. If we’re going to rescue Nora, we need those maps.”

“And if you’re captured in the process?” she said. “What happens to Nora then?”

“I won’t let myself be captured.”

He left unsaid all that he would do to see that he wasn’t.

“Dusk would be safest for us to leave,” Finch said, already preparing a small satchel. “Fewer patrols in the merchant quarter once shops begin to close. The eastern gatehouse will be changing shifts.” Finch paused, looking at Callen with sudden consideration. “This could also provide an opportunity. Your abilities with the drift seem to be unpredictable. Perhaps this excursion could serve as practical experience.”

“What do you mean?” Callen asked.

“I mean that controlled practice in an environment with real but manageable risk might help you better understand and direct these abilities,” Finch said. “Theory and safety have their place, but necessity often proves the most effective teacher.”

“I should come with you,” Elhan said, struggling to rise before Amara firmly pushed him back down.

“You’re not going anywhere,” she said. “Those wounds need at least another day of rest before you attempt anything more strenuous than breathing.” She turned to Callen and Finch. “How long will this take?”

“Three hours at most,” Finch estimated. “Two locations, relatively close together. If we’re careful.”

Callen checked his weapons—the knife at his belt, two slender throwing blades concealed in his boots. Simple tools compared to his Black Veil weapons, but familiar and dependable.

It would have to do.

As dusk settled over Ironvale, Callen and Finch slipped from the tower, using the growing shadows to conceal their movement. The city had changed since their arrival—Sturmov security now visible at every major intersection, questioning travelers. Wanted notices had been posted on public boards, crude sketches bearing passing resemblance to all of them.

“This way,” Finch murmured, guiding them through narrow alleys that wound between the city’s more reputable districts. “The merchant quarter is just ahead. My colleague’s shop is near the central square.”

They moved in silence, Callen extending the drift sense to detect patrols before they came into view. The fragment remained quiet in his pocket, subdued compared to earlier.

The merchant quarter bustled with evening activity despite the increased security presence—vendors closing their stalls, taverns filling with patrons, workers returning home. The crowds provided cover as they moved through winding streets toward their first destination.

“The proprietor of this shop was once a fellow researcher,” Finch said as they approached a modest shop. “Before Sturmov convinced the academic council that association with me was unhealthy for one’s scholarly reputation.”

A bell chimed softly as they entered. The shop was nearly empty, with just an older woman arranging items in a glass display case. She looked up at their entrance, recognition followed by alarm crossing her features as she spotted Finch.

“You shouldn’t be here,” she said, glancing nervously toward the street. “There are notices everywhere.”

“I know, Helena,” Finch said soothingly. “We need the materials I left in your care. Just for a moment.”

The woman’s expression wavered between loyalty and fear. “They’ve been here twice this week,” she whispered. “Asking questions. Searching the premises.” She looked meaningfully toward the back room. “They didn’t find anything, but…”

“We’ll be quick,” Finch promised. “And then we’ll disappear as if we were never here.”

After a moment’s hesitation, the woman nodded, gesturing for them to follow her to a small back room crowded with crates of books and scrolls. She moved aside a heavy shelf, revealing a small cabinet built into the wall.

“Be quick,” she said before returning to her counter.

From the cabinet, Finch retrieved a cylindrical case sealed with wax. He broke the seal, withdrawing several carefully rolled maps. “The northern and eastern approaches,” he said, quickly examining each before securing them in his satchel.

The shop’s bell chimed again. Through the partially open door, Callen glimpsed three Sturmov guards entering, their posture suggesting routine inspection rather than targeted search. The proprietor’s voice rose slightly as she greeted them with a forced cheerfulness.

Callen scanned the storeroom, finding a narrow window that opened onto an alley behind the shop. “This way,” he said.

He unlatched the window, pushing it open just as the storeroom door began to swing inward. The guard who entered caught only a glimpse of movement as Callen pulled Finch through the opening, both of them dropping to the alley below.

“In the alley!” the guard shouted, his voice carrying through the open window.

Callen and Finch ducked into a narrow passage between buildings as booted feet pounded behind them. Callen’s drift sense detected four guards now. The pursuit was closing quickly as they emerged onto a busier street. Pedestrians moved aside as the guards pushed through, pointing and shouting. There was no time to find proper cover, nowhere to hide in the open thoroughfare.

Callen reached for Finch’s arm, pulling him close as he focused on the fragment’s energy, which washed outward, as if guided somehow.

Not by him, though. Whatever it did, it seemed intentional.

The pursuing guards slowed, their gazes sweeping across the street but somehow sliding past Callen and Finch despite their exposed position. It wasn’t invisibility—people on the street still moved around them, occasionally bumping into them with startled apologies—but something else. The guards simply overlooked them, their attention drawn elsewhere, sort of like what Callen had done accidentally before.

“What did you do?” Finch whispered, watching as a guard passed within arm’s reach without registering their presence.

“I’m not sure I did anything,” Callen said, focusing on maintaining whatever he’d inadvertently created. “Whatever happened did something with our signatures in the drift. It made us part of the background noise.”

They moved carefully through the crowd as Callen concentrated on the strange blending effect. The sensation was unlike anything he’d experienced before, a subtle shifting of energy patterns that required constant adjustment, as if the fragment itself were alive and guiding it.

When they had put sufficient distance between themselves and the patrol, Callen released his hold on the fragment’s energy. The effect dissipated gradually, leaving him lightheaded but not exhausted, as previous uses had.

“Did you actively direct that?” Finch asked

“Not exactly,” Callen said, examining his hand where the fragment’s energy had flowed. “It was more instinct than technique. The fragment responded, and I just sort of followed its lead. It’s like we became a part of the background.”

“Could you do it again?” Finch asked.

“I’m not sure,” Callen said. “It wasn’t something I controlled fully. More something that happened through me than something I did.”

“Fascinating. We should test this further.” He gestured toward the eastern section of the city. “The gatehouse isn’t far. We can retrieve the second set of maps and perhaps experiment with this new ability.”

They moved toward the eastern district, keeping to less traveled streets when possible. As they neared the massive gatehouse that controlled access to the city, the Sturmov presence increased.

“The maps are hidden in a maintenance tunnel beneath the gatehouse,” Finch said as they watched from a safe distance. “Accessed through a service door near the north tower. The guards change shifts at the bell. We’ll have a brief window then.”

“And why did you put the maps there?”

“I wanted a place I knew would be preserved, and one they wouldn’t target. And…”

“And what?”

“I might have been in a bit of a rush after gathering them, so didn’t have much choice in the matter. Honestly, I didn’t think I’d actually have need of them.”

Callen almost laughed. While they waited, he tried to test the drift but couldn’t remember what he’d done, just the way the power had felt. Finch glanced in his direction occasionally, but kept his focus fixed on the guards.

Finally, a bell rang from somewhere in the gatehouse complex, and the stationed guards began shift change.

“Now,” Finch said. “They’ll be distracted.”

They used stacked supply crates as cover as they approached until they reached the service door Finch had indicated. It was unlocked and they slipped inside unnoticed.

The maintenance tunnel was narrow and dimly lit by widely spaced oil lamps. The air smelled of damp stone and lamp oil, the ground slick with moisture that seeped through the ancient foundations. Finch moved quickly through the shadowy passage, counting intersections until he stopped at a small hidden alcove.

“Here,” he said, slipping forward and grabbing a leather case wedged into a crevice in the wall. He checked the seal before adding it to his satchel.

A sudden commotion above them sent dust filtering down from the ceiling.

“That doesn’t sound like routine shift change,” Callen said, extending the drift sense upward. He detected at least a dozen guards moving.

They retraced their steps through the tunnel, approaching the service door with caution. Callen’s drift sense detected two guards immediately outside—now positioned where they would definitely see anyone exiting.

“We’re blocked,” he whispered to Finch. “Two guards directly outside.”

“Does that ability of yours tell you if there’s another exit?” Finch asked.

He tried using the drift, but there wasn’t enough potency and he couldn’t detect anything useful.

Finch frowned. “Could you try that blending again to get us past them?”

Callen considered it, gauging his energy and control. The previous attempt had happened instinctively, guided more by the fragment than by conscious direction. Knowing what it felt like, could he deliberately do it now?

“I can try,” he said, reaching for the fragment in his pocket.

The power surged again, as it had before. He felt it fill him. As it did, he wanted to try to control it, but didn’t know if he could. How did it work before? There was something to it, he knew, some connection, but he didn’t know what it was.

Slowly, that power flowed.

Callen concentrated on the patterns of the drift around them, trying to match and blend their signatures with the ambient energy, thinking of what had happened before.

“Stay close,” he said, maintaining his focus as they eased the door open.

The guards stood barely three paces away in casual conversation as they watched the main gatehouse courtyard. Callen extended the blending effect around them both, moving slowly to avoid disrupting the delicate balance he’d created. For several moments, it seemed to work—the guards continued their conversation, showing no sign of noticing as Callen and Finch emerged from the service door.

Then a third guard approached, and the sudden change in energy patterns disrupted Callen’s control. Power wavered and one of the guards turned, eyes widening as he spotted them, reaching for his weapon.

Callen abandoned the blending attempt, switching to more direct application of the fragment’s power. This, at least, was something he thought he could control.

Heat pulsed through his palm as he directed energy toward the nearest guard’s weapon—not enough to harm the man, but to make the metal uncomfortably hot. The guard yelped, dropping his crossbow as the trigger glowed orange.

“Run,” Callen said to Finch, pushing him toward a narrow alley that led away from the gatehouse.

They fled through the gathering darkness. Callen pulled Finch into a recessed doorway as guards ran past, both of them pressing against the shadows. The drift sense detected more guards approaching from another direction. They were being surrounded.

Callen focused on the energy that had worked before. This time, he tried a different approach—instead of attempting to blend their entire presence, he focused on dampening just their most distinctive drift patterns, making them harder to distinguish rather than completely unremarkable.

The energy responded differently—less a blanket effect and more a targeted dampening. As a patrol passed their hiding place, the guards slowed, one peering directly into the doorway with narrowed eyes.

For a moment, Callen thought they’d been discovered. Then the guard’s gaze slid away, focusing elsewhere as he signaled to his companions. “Nothing here. Check the next street.”

They remained motionless until the patrol had moved beyond what he could detect. “I don’t think I can maintain it for long. The effect is… slippery.”

They gradually worked their way toward the northern district. Twice more they encountered patrols, and each time Callen attempted the drift dampening with varying degrees of success—once nearly perfect concealment, once barely enough to prevent immediate detection.

By the time they reached the outskirts of the northern district, Callen was feeling the strain of repeated attempts. The fragment’s energy remained responsive, but his control had grown increasingly erratic—sometimes effective, sometimes barely functional. Pain worked along his body, though he didn’t think any scales had formed.

Yet.

“One more patrol between us and the tower,” he said. “Four guards.”

He reached for the fragment one last time, channeling what energy he could muster. The response felt uneven, the power fluctuating between steady flow and erratic pulses. He focused on the basic dampening effect that had proven most consistent, creating just enough disruption to their drift signatures to make precise detection difficult.

They moved onto the street, staying close to the buildings as they approached the intersection. The guards had separated slightly, two checking doorways on the opposite side while two remained at the corner. Callen concentrated on maintaining the dampening effect.

They had nearly reached the side street that would lead to the tower when one of the guards turned suddenly, his hand moving to his crossbow.

“Who goes there?” he called, peering in their direction with suspicion.

Callen reached for more power, trying to strengthen the effect, but the fragment’s energy sputtered, responding unpredictably to his exhausted control. With no other option, his hand moved toward his knife. The familiar weight of the blade felt almost comforting after hours of struggling with unpredictable energy.

“Wait,” Finch whispered. “Look.”

Another guard gestured toward an empty doorway across the street. “There’s nothing there, Aldren. This is the third sighting you’ve reported tonight. Keep your imagination in check or you’ll find yourself assigned to sewer patrol.”

“I saw something. I swear it,” the guard insisted, his voice growing distant as they moved down the street.

They waited a few moments then hurried onward, reaching the tower without further incident. Relief swept across Amara’s face when they entered.

“You’re late,” she said, though her tone held more concern than accusation.

“There was a complication during our exit.”

As they arranged the maps on the room’s central table, Callen shared with her what he’d done, and what he started to suspect of the difference between intentional and instinctive applications, along with the growing exhaustion of repeated attempts.

When he mentioned the final confrontation with the patrol and his instinctive reach for his knife, Amara’s expression shifted from concern to something more complex.

“But you didn’t use it,” she said.

“No,” Callen said, lifting his sleeves and seeing that there was no sign of scales. Why did the fragment not affect him as it had Tarek? He was using the power in it—somehow—but wasn’t influenced in the same way. Questions for another time, perhaps. “The situation resolved itself.”

“You made it through the entire city, past multiple patrols, without killing anyone,” she said, a hint of what might have been approval in her voice.

The observation caught Callen by surprise—not because it was wrong, but because it hadn’t been his conscious intention. Throughout his Black Veil career, lethal efficiency had been the default.

“It was more practical,” he said. “Bodies would have raised alarms, complicated our escape.”

Amara’s subtle smile suggested she didn’t entirely believe this explanation, but she didn’t press further.

“Now we have what we need to plan,” Finch said, spreading the maps out.

Callen’s mind was elsewhere. In two days, they would make their move. Between now and then, he would learn what he could, practice what he might control, prepare as thoroughly as possible.

For Nora.

Two days to prepare. Two days until they faced whatever waited at the Sturmov facility.

Not enough time.

It was not, but it would have to do.


Chapter Eighteen


CONNECTIONS AND RESCUES


The symbols chalked on the tower floor had begun to fade from Callen’s repeated movements across them. Now, though, he sat cross-legged in the circle’s center, eyes closed, the fragment resting on his open palm. Across from him, Amara mirrored his posture, her breathing deliberately matched to his own—inhale for four counts, hold for seven, exhale for eight. The exercise had been her suggestion, drawing from techniques she’d once used to help patients manage pain.

Finch’s absence was notable—he had left hours ago to search his other caches for additional research materials, promising to return by midday with what he called critical insights. The room felt emptier without his constant muttering and excited proclamations about theoretical applications of the drift.

Callen struggled to maintain his focus. Since the previous night’s excursion to retrieve the maps, his abilities had become increasingly erratic—moments of clarity followed by frustrating disconnection. He could sense the immediate surroundings of the tower with reasonable consistency, detecting Elhan resting fitfully in the adjoining room and the occasional passerby on the street below. But extending his awareness toward the Sturmov facility proved maddeningly difficult.

“Nothing,” he said finally, lowering the fragment with a sigh of frustration. “I can feel the direction, but the connection breaks before I can sense anything specific.”

Every so often, he felt as if there was something more in the fragment, a connection to a deeper power, but then it faded. A part of him feared it, especially as he didn’t know what the fragment would do to him, if anything. So far, he hadn’t felt the scales forming the way they had with Tarek, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t happen.

It wasn’t as if he hadn’t been corrupted by power before. When first learning to master the drift, he’d allowed himself to feel as if its power was meant for him. In some ways, he still felt that way. But he’d learned limits over time.

Amara watched him with the focused attention she typically reserved for diagnosing complex ailments. “You’re trying too hard,” she said. “Forcing it.”

“Time is running out,” Callen said, rotating his shoulders to release the tension that had built there. “The Ashen Oath move tomorrow. If I can’t provide accurate information when we get there about⁠—”

“You’re approaching this like a Black Veil,” Amara interrupted, her tone gentle but firm. “Calculating, methodical, detached. But the fragment doesn’t seem to respond to detachment.”

Callen frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I’ve been observing you,” she said. “Your strongest connections occurred during moments of emotional intensity—when you spoke of Ashen Valley, when you sensed Nora in distress. Never during these structured practice sessions.”

Her observation struck uncomfortably close to something Callen had been avoiding—the fragment’s apparent responsiveness to the same emotions he’d spent years learning to suppress. Black Veil training held that emotions clouded judgment and, in his particular case, disrupted the drift sensitivity. His instructors had drilled detachment into him through brutal repetition until it became second nature.

Yet hadn’t his most powerful experiences with the fragment occurred when emotion broke through those carefully constructed barriers?

“What do you suggest?” he asked.

Amara hesitated, then stretched out her hands, palms up. “May I?”

After a moment’s pause, Callen placed his hands in hers, the fragment nestled between their palms. The response was unexpected.

Something shifted between them as their hands connected. The fragment warmed, emitting a subtle glow barely visible through their fingers. Callen’s awareness expanded outward—not in the chaotic rush of previous experiences but with more stability than he’d managed alone. The city gradually took form in his perception—streets, buildings, people moving through their daily lives, all appearing as indistinct patterns of energy and the drift.

His perception reached toward the northeast, where he knew the Sturmov facility stood. Unlike his previous attempts, he could now sense its general outline—the concentration of energy signatures suggesting guard positions, the distinctive patterns of a secure facility. But the details remained frustratingly blurred, like trying to see through fog.

“I can sense the facility,” he said quietly, “but not clearly.”

Amara’s fingers tightened slightly around his. “And Nora?”

Callen concentrated harder, trying to isolate her. For a moment, he thought he detected something—a flicker of familiar energy—but it slipped away before he could focus on it.

“I can’t reach her,” he said. “There’s something there, but it’s too distant, too obscured.”

The connection wavered, and with it, his tenuous grasp. He focused on what he could discern—the facility’s basic structure, approximate number of guards, potential entry points. The information was incomplete but still valuable, providing a foundation they hadn’t had before.

When he finally pulled back, allowing his awareness to return to the tower room, he found Amara watching him with a mixture of hope and concern.

“It’s a start,” she said.

Callen nodded, reluctant to break the physical connection that had stabilized his abilities. Something had shifted in his understanding of the drift—not a complete revelation, but the beginning of one.

“The Black Veil taught that emotional connections created vulnerabilities, weaknesses that could be used against us. That detachment was essential to mastery.” He looked down at their still-joined hands. “But the fragment responds differently. It’s as if emotions serve as anchors.”

“And maybe it’s not just any emotions,” Amara said. “Specific ones. Connection. Purpose.”

His strongest manifestations had occurred when protecting those he cared about, when driven by purpose rather than technique.

Amara slowly withdrew her hands, leaving the fragment resting in his palm. “Try again,” she said. “But this time, don’t suppress your connection to Nora. Use it.”

Callen closed his eyes, centering himself differently this time. Instead of emptying his mind as his Black Veil training demanded, he focused on Nora—her curious questions about the forge, her fierce concentration when learning new skills, her small hand trustingly placed in his during their walks together. The emotions he’d held carefully controlled for three years, unsure if they were appropriate for someone merely pretending to be a father.

The fragment warmed in response, and his awareness expanded once more. Not as powerfully as with Amara’s touch, but with greater control than his previous attempts. He focused his awareness, trying to sense something—anything—of Nora.

For a moment, there was nothing but the ambient the drift of the city. Then, fleetingly, he detected what might have been her signature—a brief flicker at the edge of his perception.

“I felt something,” he said. “Not clear enough to be certain it’s her. Just an impression, like catching a familiar scent that disappears before you can identify it.”

Hope flickered briefly in her eyes. “It’s something,” she said. “Perhaps with practice…”

Callen nodded. The connection had been too tenuous, too brief to provide any real information about Nora’s condition or exact location. But it was, at least, a beginning.

They continued practicing throughout the afternoon, Callen experimenting with different approaches to extending his awareness while maintaining control. Sometimes Amara would take his hands when his concentration faltered; other times he managed alone, using memory and emotion as anchors.

Throughout it all, there was no evidence of the scales appearing. It was enough to let him stop thinking he had to fear the power in the fragment. Maybe he could survive it.

But why?

There was no answer to that question, nor to why it seemed as if he sometimes felt guided when using the power in the fragment.

As evening approached with no sign of Finch or Wren, worry began to set in. Wren had promised to return by midday with intelligence from his network. Finch should have completed his research gathering hours ago. The disappearance of both men suggested something had gone wrong.

“Should we go look for them?” Amara asked.

Callen extended his awareness outward, searching for any trace of either man within his limited range. Nothing. “They know this city better than we do,” he said. “And with the Sturmov activity…”

Elhan stood in the doorway, steadier on his feet after a day of rest though still moving gingerly. “The Ashen Oath will be expecting information soon. Without those maps and whatever intelligence your small friend was gathering...”

He understood. They would have to act—and soon.

The sound of footsteps on the tower stairs interrupted their discussion. Callen detected Finch’s familiar pattern before he appeared, disheveled and visibly agitated. His robes were mud-spattered, one sleeve torn, and he was now walking with a limp.

“Sturmov security is everywhere,” he announced, dropping his satchel on the table. “They’ve established checkpoints throughout the merchant quarter and are still conducting searches of buildings.”

“And Wren?” Callen asked, already suspecting the answer.

“No sign of him,” Finch said, withdrawing several worn books from his satchel. “I checked three of his usual haunts. His contacts have either vanished or gone silent.” He removed his outer robe, revealing more stains that looked suspiciously like blood. “Something’s happening. The security presence has doubled since yesterday.”

“Can you locate him?” Amara asked Callen.

“Not through the entire city. There’s too much distraction,” Callen said. “Not without a stronger connection.” He considered, weighing options against risks. “I could search for him.”

“Absolutely not,” Finch said. “The streets aren’t safe. Sturmov security is specifically looking for someone with your description—tall, dark-haired, soldier type.”

“We need what Wren knows. He knows which officials can be bribed. And…” He didn’t want to say it, but he didn’t want to leave Wren behind. Not after what he’d done before. He turned to Amara.

A silent exchange passed between them—understanding, concern, resolution.

“Promise me you’ll avoid unnecessary confrontation,” Amara said. “No heroics. Find Wren or information about where he’s being held, then return here to plan.”

“I’ll be careful,” Callen said.

He equipped himself minimally—his knife, two slender throwing blades, the fragment secured in an inner pocket of his borrowed clothes. The fewer weapons he carried, the less suspicious he would appear if stopped.

“If you’re not back by midnight,” Amara started, “we’ll assume⁠—”

“I’ll be back,” Callen said.

Night had fully descended on Ironvale when Callen slipped from the tower, using shadows and building overhangs for cover. Unlike his excursion with Finch, he moved alone now, employing skills honed through years of Black Veil operations.

Instead of staying at street level, he used stacked crates and low-hanging roof edges to access the buildings’ upper levels. Ironvale’s crowded architecture—structures built practically atop one another—created natural pathways across rooftops. He used his drift abilities to extend his awareness in controlled pulses that searched for Wren while monitoring patrol movements below. The technique allowed him to detect security forces before they came into view, giving him time to adjust his route.

He made his way toward the Broken Lantern, hoping to pick up traces of Wren’s movements from his favored location. The tavern bustled with evening activity, though even from his place on a nearby roof, Callen noted fewer people than during their previous visit—a sign that locals were avoiding public gathering places.

Extending his perception into the tavern, he detected the barkeeper’s signature but no trace of Wren. Near an alley behind the tavern, Callen detected something—not Wren himself, but a faint pattern in the drift that matched his. Traces left behind, like footprints in mud. He dropped silently to the street, careful to remain in shadows.

The alley revealed subtle signs of struggle—scuff marks on the muddy ground in an erratic pattern and one of Wren’s unique metal buttons that he used as markers for his network. Callen picked it up, extending the drift sense through it. The connection was faint but present—enough to give him direction.

He followed the traces methodically, moving from shadow to shadow while avoiding the increasingly frequent patrols. His Black Veil training had made him skilled at tracking, noticing the subtle signs others would miss. A scrap of fabric caught on a rough stone wall. A smear of blood on a doorframe, barely visible in the dim light. The pattern of boot prints in a muddy section of alley showing signs of someone being dragged, then lifted and carried.

The trail wound through Ironvale’s back streets. Callen paused at each junction, extending the drift sense to detect patrols before proceeding. Twice he was forced to wait, pressed against damp stonework as Sturmov guards passed nearby, their conversations revealing increased tension throughout the security forces.

Eventually, the traces led away from the tavern district’s wooden structures and cramped alleys, the buildings gradually becoming more substantial and orderly. Weathered timber gave way to quarried stone, narrow passages opened to paved streets illuminated by regularly placed lanterns. Callen was forced to move more carefully here, using the buildings and occasional trees for concealment.

The buildings here were more substantial, with fewer windows and multiple guard posts. Callen adjusted his approach, staying higher and using caution when crossing open spaces.

Near the district’s center, the drift sense finally detected Wren’s energy signature—weak but unmistakable, emanating from an unmarked three-story structure guarded by Sturmov security. Two guards stood at the main entrance while others patrolled the perimeter.

Extending his perception into the structure required intense concentration. Callen found a concealed position on an adjacent rooftop and focused on the fragment. He remembered Amara’s guidance, using his connection to Wren—not friendship exactly, but a history of mutual respect and interdependence—as an anchor for his awareness.

The building’s interior gradually took shape in his awareness—not in visual detail, but as patterns of energy and vibration. He could sense the general layout of rooms and corridors, the presence of people within, their movements creating ripples in the ambient drift. Six guards had taken up positions throughout the structure. Three figures in separate small spaces on the second floor—likely holding cells. One of those energy signatures pulsed with the distinctive pattern he recognized as Wren’s.

Callen pulled back his awareness, considering his options. He couldn’t hear conversations or discern specific plans through the drift, but the activity patterns suggested preparation.

Direct confrontation would alert the guards to his presence.

Did it have to be a direct confrontation, though?

He had used the drift to hide. Couldn’t he do that again, altering his own drift pattern to match the background vibrations around him?

Callen started small, focusing on dampening the most distinctive aspects of his drift signature while maintaining awareness of his surroundings. He tested it by deliberately placing himself in a guard’s line of sight from a nearby rooftop. The man’s gaze passed over him. Like a shadow among shadows.

Callen made his way to the building, moving through shadows between the harsh circles of lamplight. The main entrance remained too heavily guarded, but a service entrance tucked away on the building’s eastern side, partially concealed behind stacked supply crates, would be useful.

It was a modest wooden door with iron reinforcements. The weathered wood bore scuff marks at waist height, and the stone threshold was worn smooth from years of use. A single lantern hung nearby, casting wavering shadows that would provide additional concealment during his approach.

Callen pressed himself against the adjacent wall, becoming one with the darkness as he monitored the patrol patterns through the drift sense. A two-man security team circled the building with regularity, their footsteps creating distinctive vibrations he could track even when they were out of sight. He counted breaths until they rounded the far corner, then slipped across the open space, ready to mask himself.

The door was locked. Callen used his knife, working it along the framing of the door, popping it open. Inside, he found a narrow hall with doors leading off of it. The first room was a cramped storage area, shelves stacked with food and supplies. Moonlight filtered through a small, grime-covered window, casting shadows across stacked crates and barrels.

Moving on, the narrow service corridors twisted through the lower level. Ceiling beams hung low enough that he had to duck in places, and the passages occasionally narrowed.

Twice Callen was forced to press himself into shallow alcoves as patrols passed within arm’s reach, their boots heavy on the wooden floors. Once he slipped into an empty office seconds before a young boy stepped inside, hiding motionless behind a cabinet until the boy collected papers and departed again. He used the same technique to mask his presence as he had before.

Eventually he reached a part of the building with heightened security. Guards stood outside certain rooms. Callen moved slowly past them, holding his breath as he snuck, hoping that he would remain shrouded. The effort required constant concentration.

By the time he reached the second floor and a corridor with four holding cells—one empty, three occupied—he was exhausted. He didn’t know how long he could keep this up. Two guards stood at the far end, engaged in conversation. A third sat at a desk near the cells, reviewing documents with obvious boredom.

He needed a distraction.

Could he make one using the drift? He had no idea if it was even possible.

He focused on a stack of papers on a desk across the hall, trying to extend his drift awareness into an active force. Nothing happened. He adjusted his approach, remembering how the fragment had allowed him to affect physical objects through heat. Instead of trying to move the papers directly, he concentrated on the air beneath them.

That attempt produced no visible result. The next caused the topmost paper to curl slightly at one corner, but nothing more. Frustration threatened his concentration—time was running short.

For Nora.

He narrowed his focus further and pulsed energy along this connection.

The papers shifted slightly, several sheets sliding from their neat alignment before settling again. Not enough. The guards hadn’t noticed. Callen pushed harder, using more energy, feeling resistance as if trying to move an object underwater.

Finally, with an effort that sent a spike of pain behind his eyes, he managed to shift the stack just enough. The papers tipped and scattered to the floor with a rustling thud. The guards glanced toward the sound but remained at their post.

A more significant distraction then. His gaze moved to a wooden chair near the fallen papers, and he pushed with more force than before. The chair scraped backward and toppled with a satisfying crash. Two guards went to investigate, weapons drawn as they entered the empty room.

That left one guard.

Rather than distracting him, he tried something different—just unsettling the drift. Callen had no idea if it would work. He used a quick flicker of the drift, plucking at the man’s own, which caused him to sit up—and then lean forward to vomit.

That was unexpected.

Moving quickly, Callen approached the cells. Wren occupied the middle one, sitting on a narrow cot with his back against the wall. Despite bruised knuckles and a split lip, his expression remained defiant. The other prisoners—a thin woman with close-cropped hair and a heavyset man nursing an injured arm—watched the corridor with wary attention.

Callen dropped the drift dampening as he reached Wren’s cell, becoming visible. Wren recovered quickly, keeping his voice to an urgent whisper.

“Nightshade? How did you—never mind; there’s no time. The entire operation is compromised.”

Callen examined the lock. “Explain while I work,” he said, drawing his knife and testing its blade against the lock’s keyhole.

“I was captured returning from the Sturmov administrative offices,” Wren said, moving to the cell door. “They didn’t expect me—I was disguised as a cleaning attendant—but one of the administrators recognized me from a previous professional interaction.”

Callen worked the knife tip carefully into the mechanism, attempting to manipulate the internal components as he would with proper picks. The blade was too thick for precision work, barely fitting into the keyhole and offering little control. After several frustrated attempts, the knife tip scraped against the metal with a sound that seemed deafening in the quiet corridor.

“Before they caught me, I discovered why security has increased,” Wren continued, watching Callen’s attempts with growing concern. “Sturmov is accelerating all operations related to what they’re calling the Dragon Ascendant Project.”

Callen withdrew his knife with a grimace. “This won’t work. I don’t have the right tools.” He glanced toward the corridor. The guards would soon return. They didn’t have time for extended attempts. He considered his options, then reached for the fragment’s energy. “Stand back,” he said. “I need to try something else.”

Focusing his concentration, Callen directed the drift into the lock, sensing its structure through the metal. Unlike his crude attempt with the knife, this approach targeted the material itself. As it heated, the door simply popped open. Callen pulled the door wide, stepping aside as Wren exited.

“We need to move quickly,” Callen said. “The guards will return soon.”

“There’s one more thing you should know. Krell is overseeing the transfer personally. He arrived at the research facility this afternoon.”

Callen’s hands stilled momentarily. Krell wanted him. Not Nora. He knew that. It didn’t make it easier. Especially since he suspected Krell would use Nora against him.

The sound of the guards returning caught his attention. “Quick. Time to go.”

“The others,” Wren said. “We need to get them out.”

Callen squeezed his eyes tight. This was not going to be easy. “I might need you to be a distraction, then. Think you have it in you?”

“What do you have in mind?”

“Oh, a lot of noise, maybe some wailing and moaning. And I’m going to see if I can use my new skills in ways I haven’t tried before.”

If he could make one man sick, maybe he could do the same with others.

For Nora.

That was the thought that motivated him.


Chapter Nineteen


BREAKING POINT


Callen stood still for a moment, focusing on his breathing as he had during his training with the fragment. The cold stone floor beneath his feet anchored him as he extended his awareness through the detention facility. Guards were returning, their footsteps creating distinct vibration patterns he could now identify. Three men, weapons ready.

“Get ready,” he whispered to Wren.

“I always knew you were full of surprises, Nightshade,” Wren said.

Callen closed his eyes, concentrating on the energy that now pulsed steadily against his skin. Instead of directing it outward as heat or using it to mask his presence, he tried something different—reaching for the guards’ own drift patterns, attempting to disrupt them as he had with the single guard earlier.

He had no idea if it would even work, but as before, it felt almost as if something were guiding him, using what he needed—or in this case, wanted—for the power to flow. Callen tried not to think about what that might be. Could the fragment itself have that kind of power?

Pushing the thought aside, he felt it as power flowed.

The effect began with the closest guard. The man suddenly stiffened, his face contorting. He doubled over, retching onto the stone floor. The second guard turned in confusion, only to clutch his stomach a moment later, his face paling to an ashen gray.

“What in all the hells—” Wren’s eyes widened.

The third guard backed away from his afflicted companions, confusion spreading across his face. He reached for his sword but stopped mid-motion, sweat beading on his forehead. His hand trembled and he couldn’t maintain his grip on the weapon.

But Callen’s control slipped, the fragment’s energy surging beyond his intention. Their patterns with the drift stabilized despite his efforts and the guards began to recover. One straightened, drawing his sword with shaking hands.

“I can’t hold them,” Callen said, struggling to maintain the effect.

His concentration faltered again and the fragment’s energy seemed to redirect itself, as if seeking a different outlet. He didn’t understand what was happening with the power, only that it moved. Suddenly, the floor beneath them began to tremble. Dust sifted down from the ceiling as the tremors intensified.

“I think you’ve overdone it,” Wren said as wooden beams groaned overhead. Glass windowpanes rattled in their frames.

“Time to go,” Callen said, abandoning his attempt to sicken the guards and instead turning his connection to the drift toward the other cell locks.

Metal mechanisms failed, locks popping open with audible clicks. The female prisoner emerged first, her movements quick and efficient. The heavyset man followed more cautiously, favoring his injured arm.

“Magnificent timing,” Wren announced loudly, suddenly transforming from a battered prisoner to a theatrical distraction. “THE PROPHECY BEGINS! THE WALLS WILL FALL! THE STONES WILL CRACK!”

The guards, recovering from their sudden illness but now disoriented by the trembling building, turned toward Wren’s performance with expressions of alarm. One reached for a warning horn at his belt.

Callen used the last of his awareness and control to extend his awareness into the metal instrument, heating it just enough to make the guard yelp and drop it. The floor tremors continued, making it difficult to keep balance as they began their escape.

“This way,” Callen directed the freed prisoners toward a side corridor. “Wren—enough theatrics.”

“You have no appreciation for the dramatic arts,” Wren said, falling in alongside Callen as they ushered the others forward.

They scrambled through the narrow service passages. Guards shouted orders that echoed down the corridors, and alarm bells clanged throughout the building. The stone floor still shuddered beneath their feet—likely aftershocks from whatever Callen had unleashed, sending dust cascading from the ceiling with each tremor.

“Gods above,” Wren said between breaths, “is the whole place going to come down on our heads?”

“I hope not,” Callen said, pushing ahead. “But maybe it’ll be enough confusion to cover our tracks.”

The female prisoner glanced over her shoulder, listening to the commotion. When she turned back, her northern accent was unmistakable. “Look, we need to split up. Four people running together might as well wear signs saying escaped prisoners here.”

“She’s right,” the heavyset man nodded, wiping sweat from his brow while favoring his injured arm. “I grew up in the eastern quarter. Know every back alley and hidey-hole. I’ll be fine on my own.”

Callen slowed at a junction where the passages branched in different directions. He studied both prisoners’ faces, weighing options. “You sure about this?” he asked. “Sturmov security will be crawling all over the district.”

The woman gave a humorless laugh. “Trust me; we’ve both got practice staying invisible when we need to.”

Wren ran a hand through his wild hair, then nodded reluctantly. “All right. When you get clear—if you need somewhere safe—there’s a place called the Broken Tower in the northern district. Ask for me.”

“That old ruin?” The heavyset man raised an eyebrow.

“It’s not as abandoned as it looks,” Wren replied. “Just tell them I sent you. Give them this.” He handed them each a small metal button. “Just don’t lose it.”

As they reached a junction where the corridors split, the woman caught Callen’s arm. “There’s an administrative office two doors down that corridor,” she said, pointing. “Records related to Dragon Ascendant are kept there. If you’re interfering with Sturmov operations, you’ll want to see them.”

“How do you know this?” Wren asked.

A tight smile crossed her face. “I filed those records myself until I asked too many questions.” She turned to her fellow prisoner. “Come on, Harvin. Let’s move.”

They disappeared down the hall, leaving Callen and Wren.

“The records?” Wren asked.

Callen extended the drift sense, detecting multiple guards mobilizing throughout the building, but the corridor the woman had indicated remained clear. For now.

“Quickly,” he said.

The administrative office was unlocked, its occupants having apparently evacuated when the building began shaking. Inside, shelves held leather-bound ledgers and document cases seemingly arranged by date and classification. Callen scanned them, quickly locating a section marked with the Sturmov emblem and a symbol that resembled a stylized dragon wing.

“Here,” he said, pulling down a thin folder.

“Hurry,” Wren urged, keeping watch at the door. “Guards heading this way.”

Callen flipped open the folder, scanning its contents. Most contained coded references and technical terminology he didn’t recognize, but several pages caught his attention—a transfer order stamped with yesterday’s date:

SRD DIRECTIVE 37-B

Re: Project Ascendant

Priority assets to be relocated to central facility effective immediately. Timeline acceleration authorized due to security concerns. Selected specimens (series S, indexed 7-12) require preparatory protocols before transport.

Authorized: K.S.

Classification: RESTRICTED

“Krell,” Callen murmured.

Another document detailed extraction protocols for something called “the drift compatibility testing” with subjects grouped by “manifestation potential.” A crude map showed the northeastern facility with annotated transport routes to Sturmov Manor.

“Nightshade!” Wren’s urgent whisper pulled him from the documents. “Time to leave.”

Callen tucked the folder inside his shirt and rejoined Wren at the door. Guards were moving toward their position from both directions.

Callen extended the drift sense upward, mapping the floor above. “Service stairs at the end of this corridor. If we get to the roof, we can make it out.” He pointed. “We’ll need to move quickly.”

They sprinted down the corridor as shouts erupted behind them. Callen managed to maintain a smaller version of the drift dampening technique, not enough to make them invisible but sufficient to confuse their exact position. The effect wouldn’t hold against direct observation, but it bought precious seconds as they reached the narrow stairwell.

The stairs creaked beneath their feet as they climbed two floors to a small hatch that opened onto the roof. Cool night air greeted them as they emerged, the city of Ironvale spread below, its streets illuminated by gas lamps and watchfires.

“Now what?” Wren asked, eyeing the drop to the adjacent building. “I’m not particularly skilled at rooftop escapes.”

Callen crouched at the roof’s edge, scanning their surroundings. Ironvale’s administrative district was a jumble of mismatched architecture—some buildings pressed so close their eaves nearly touched, while others stood separated by streets wide enough for two carts to pass.

“We need to move west,” Callen said. “The tower is about half a mile that way.”

Wren peered over the edge, his face paling at the four-story drop. “Wonderful. And I assume we’ll be flying there?”

“Not quite.” Callen pointed toward the building’s northern corner, where an adjacent structure’s roof stood perhaps four feet away across a narrow service alley. The neighboring building was slightly lower, its flat roof cluttered with what appeared to be drying racks and storage crates. “That’s our first crossing.”

Wren’s expression grew incredulous. “You can’t be serious. That gap is⁠—”

“Manageable,” Callen said. “I’ll go first, then help you across.”

Without waiting for objection, Callen backed up several paces, then made a controlled run and leapt across the gap. He bent his knees as he landed to absorb the impact while the drift sense automatically assessed the roof’s structural stability.

“Your turn,” he said, extending his hands toward Wren.

The small man muttered something, then backed up as Callen had done. He took a deep breath, made a running start, and launched himself across the gap. For a moment, it seemed he would make it cleanly—then his foot landed on a loose tile at the roof’s edge. The tile shifted, throwing him off-balance. Wren’s arms pinwheeled as he teetered on the brink, half his body already tilting into the empty space above the alley.

Callen lunged forward, grabbing Wren’s coat with both hands. The fabric strained under the sudden weight, seams popping as Callen hauled him onto the safety of the roof. They collapsed in a tangled heap, breathing heavily.

“That,” Wren grunted when he found his voice, “was entirely too close.”

“At least your coat held,” Callen replied, already getting to his feet and scanning their surroundings.

“Small comfort,” Wren said, examining the torn seams of his beloved garment. “This was custom-made in Verlaine. Do you have any idea how difficult it is to find a decent tailor who understands the importance of proper pocket distribution?”

Callen suppressed a smile despite everything. “I’ll commission you a new one if we survive this.”

From their new position, Sturmov patrols moved through the streets below.

“They’re being thorough,” he said, guiding Wren toward the western edge of their current rooftop.

The next stretch proved less harrowing, as three buildings stood connected by shared walls, allowing them to move across continuous rooftops. They crouched behind chimney stacks when necessary, timing their movements to avoid the sweeping gaze of guards posted at street corners. Their progress slowed dramatically when they reached a wider street that divided the administrative district from the commercial quarter. The gap stretched at least twelve feet—too wide to jump.

“Now what?” Wren whispered, eyeing the street below. Two guards stood conversing beneath a sputtering lamp.

Callen assessed their options. The buildings on this side featured decorative stonework that might provide handholds, but the drop was significant. Even if they managed to climb down undetected, crossing the street under the guards’ watchful eyes would be nearly impossible, especially as he didn’t have the control with the drift that he would need.

“There,” he said finally, pointing to a thick rope strung between buildings that supported a series of lanterns for festival decorations. The lanterns had been extinguished for the night but the rope remained, sagging slightly under its own weight. “We can use that to cross.”

They made their way down, working slowly and steadily.

By the time they reached the northern district, clouds had obscured the moon, plunging the city into deeper darkness. They descended from the rooftops using a rickety external staircase attached to an abandoned textile warehouse, emerging into a narrow alley not far from the tower.

“Home sweet sanctuary,” Wren muttered, applying pressure to a cut on his forehead that had reopened during their escape. “Assuming it hasn’t been compromised like everything else.”

“It’s clear,” Callen said, the drift sense detecting the familiar signatures of Amara, Elhan, and Finch within the tower. There was nothing else.

They approached cautiously despite Callen’s assurances, using side streets and shadows until they reached the tower’s entrance. Inside, they found Amara pacing anxiously while Finch and Elhan studied maps spread across the central table.

“Callen,” Amara said, hurrying to him, relief evident in her voice. Her hands moved automatically to check him for injuries before turning her attention to Wren’s battered face. “What happened?”

“Sturmov hospitality leaves much to be desired,” Wren said, allowing Amara to guide him to a chair.

“They’ve accelerated their timetable,” Callen said, removing the stolen documents from inside his shirt and spreading them on the table. “They’re moving the prisoners immediately.”

A tall woman Callen hadn’t seen before stood beside Finch, her practical leather armor bearing marks he recognized—scratches and worn patches that suggested combat experience rather than decorative wear. Her dark hair was pulled back in a tight braid. Her posture remained alert even in apparent stillness, weight balanced for movement.

“This is Lysara,” Finch said. “One of the Ashen Oath field commanders. She arrived while you were… liberating… Wren.”

The woman inclined her head slightly, her gaze evaluating Callen. “So you’re the Black Veil who’s been causing all this trouble.” Her voice carried the faint lilt of the Pyrin. “I’ve killed six of your kind over the years. Don’t make it seven.”

“Former Black Veil,” Callen said, matching her direct gaze without challenge or submission. “And I have no intention of giving you reason.”

A ghost of a smile touched Lysara’s lips. “We’ll see.” She turned her attention to the documents spread across the table.

Finch leaned forward, examining the papers. “These confirm what Lysara’s scouts reported,” he said, tapping a document bearing the Sturmov seal. “Unusual activity, equipment being prepared, security doubling.”

“The information cost us,” Lysara added, tracing a diagram on one of the papers. “Two of our people inside haven’t reported back.”

“It gets worse,” Callen said. “Krell is personally overseeing the transfer.”

Lysara’s head snapped up at the name. “You’re certain? Krell himself?”

“I saw his initials,” Callen said.

A look passed between Lysara and Finch. Finch’s expression darkened as he scanned the documents. “What does it mean?” Callen asked.

Lysara spoke, her voice tight with controlled anger. “They’re not just capturing people with abilities. They’re using them. Creating conduits for power that should never be channeled through living bodies. Reports of Sturmov operatives gathering materials for what appears to be a large-scale demonstration. A weapon, potentially.”

“Another Ashen Valley,” Callen said quietly, the familiar weight of shame and guilt settling in his chest.

“Perhaps. We’ve been getting reports for a while now, and have been planning an operation at the facility for weeks. And now that we see what you’ve uncovered, we need to move tonight. Midnight.” She traced a finger along the facility’s outer perimeter on the map. “We still have two operatives inside who can provide limited assistance, even with the accelerated timetable.”

“You need my abilities,” Callen said.

Lysara nodded once, her expression betraying no emotion. “From what Finch has reported, your abilities might make the difference between success and failure.”

But that was assuming he could control them. Right now, that was not a fair assumption. Callen still felt the effect of what he’d done while rescuing Wren. Would he have the necessary strength to do more?

Would the fragment even let him?

Increasingly, that seemed to be the key. The fragment. There was power in it, something that struck him as significant, and perhaps was trying to guide him.

Callen’s mind turned to Nora. He closed his hand around the fragment, focusing the drift sense northeast. This was just a use of the drift which was familiar to him. Not influencing, not the way he had been practicing since working with Finch to try to understand the power in the fragment, but something basic, the way the Black Veil had taught him.

The connection formed more easily than before, his awareness extending beyond the tower walls, beyond the city borders, toward the forested foothills. The Sturmov facility appeared in the drift perception as a complex pattern of energy—sharp, ordered vibrations intersecting with the more fluid drift of the natural world surrounding it.

Within that structure, Callen sensed movement—frantic activity as equipment was prepared and security positions reinforced. And deeper inside, in what appeared to be a central chamber, he detected multiple signatures with the distinctive patterns of children.

There—a familiar sense within the drift. Nora.

The connection stabilized, stronger than any he’d formed before. Through it, Callen sensed her fear—sharp and bright—and pain echoing through the drift. Fatigue.

Then another signature came into focus in his perception. A familiar pattern—focused, disciplined, ruthlessly controlled.

Krell.

Callen’s awareness narrowed, concentrating on that connection. The image formed in his mind’s eye—not seen with physical vision but perceived through the drift. Nora was with Krell.

A presence shifted in the shadows beyond Krell—someone else was there.

The drift signature struck him like a physical blow. He knew that pattern. Had felt it countless times during his years with the Black Veil.

Commander Danish Stark.

The man who had overseen his training. The man who had given him the most sensitive assassination contracts. The man who had sent him to Ashen Valley.

Callen couldn’t see his former commander clearly—just a tall figure partially obscured in the drift vision. Callen tried to focus harder, to extend his awareness deeper, to hear what Stark might be saying. Instead, he felt a sudden disruption in the connection—something like a wall slamming down between them.

Had Stark sensed him?

The commander had always possessed uncanny awareness, even among the Black Veil. And he was the one who had wanted to teach Callen, who had recognized the talent within him, guiding him to become Nightshade.

Why would he be involved?

Why wouldn’t he? If this was about weapons for the Lord Regent, of course he’d be a part of it.

The drift vision wavered, distorting like ripples in water. Stark’s head turned slightly, as if searching for something—searching for him. The drift connection trembled violently.

It’s a trap. The realization crystallized in Callen’s mind. Not just Krell hunting a rogue asset, but Stark involved. They weren’t after Nora—they were using her to draw him in. Using her to get to him.

But why?

“Callen?” Amara’s concerned voice pulled him back to the tower room. “What is it?”

“Nora. I sensed her. Krell is there, supervising whatever they’re doing to her.” Callen’s jaw tightened. “And Commander Stark.”

A stunned silence followed this revelation.

“The Black Veil commander?” Finch asked. “If he’s personally involved⁠—”

“Then it’s worse than we thought,” Lysara finished.

“It’s a trap,” Callen said. “They’re using Nora to draw me in. Stark knows I’m coming—he might have even sensed me.” He looked at each of them in turn. “But what choice do I have? They have Nora. Trap or not, I have to go.”

One way or another, this would end. It would not be like Ashen Valley.

He would do this for Nora. For the other children. For himself.

The fragment pulsed against his skin, power building like a gathering storm, as if something were pushing it. Callen only wished he understood what that was—and worried he wouldn’t find out in time.


Chapter Twenty


APPROACHING STORM


The forest thickened as they moved north, massive trees standing guard against the night sky. Their twisted trunks and gnarled roots created natural obstacles that slowed their progress, forcing them to navigate carefully through underbrush that seemed determined to slow them. Overhead, branches wove together into a dense canopy that blotted out what little starlight managed to penetrate the cloud cover.

Callen’s sense of the drift extended through the darkness, monitoring their surroundings as the group followed the narrow game trail that would lead them to the Sturmov facility. His perception revealed details invisible to normal sight—a fox den nestled beneath fallen logs, an owl perched silently on a high branch, the steady heartbeats of his companions. The moon had disappeared behind heavy clouds, as if nature itself conspired to provide them cover.

“Hold,” Lysara said, raising her fist.

The group froze instantly. Callen detected it a moment later—the distinctive cadence of armored boots moving through forest terrain, approaching from the west. Lysara signaled silently, directing her team to take cover. They melted into the shadows of trees and undergrowth. Callen guided Amara behind a massive oak, its trunk wide enough to conceal them both. He kept one hand on her arm, his other reaching for the fragment in his pocket, extending his awareness toward the approaching patrol.

Four guards moved with weapons drawn and ready. Not a routine patrol but a hunting party.

“They know we’re coming,” he whispered to Amara, his lips close to her ear. “They’re actively searching.”

She nodded, her body tensing beside him. Through the drift sense, Callen could feel her heartbeat accelerate, but her breathing remained controlled—the discipline of a healer accustomed to maintaining composure in crisis.

The patrol drew closer, their torches casting elongated shadows through the trees. Callen could make out their conversation now.

“—waste of time,” one guard was saying. “Nobody’s stupid enough to approach from this direction.”

“Orders are orders,” another replied. “Commander says secure the entire perimeter, we secure the entire perimeter.”

They passed within fifteen feet of Callen and Amara’s position, close enough that he could see the Sturmov insignia on their armor gleaming in the torchlight. For a tense moment, the lead guard paused, turning slowly as if sensing something amiss. His torch illuminated the forest floor in a sweeping arc that stopped just short of their hiding place.

Then, from the opposite direction, came the soft call of a night bird—perfect in its mimicry, but Callen recognized one of the Ashen Oath’s signals. They had shared it with him, agreeing he’d need to know it for this mission.

The guard turned toward the sound, raised his hand to direct his companions in that direction. Before they could move, shadows detached from the trees.

Two of Lysara’s operatives descended silently on the rear guards. There was no time for stealth now, only action. Steel flashed in the darkness and the guards went down without crying out, the sounds of their falling barely audible over the rustling of the wind through the trees overhead.

The remaining guards spun, reaching for weapons, but it was too late. Lysara stepped out of the darkness, her movements a blur as she dispatched the lead guard. The fourth managed to partially draw his sword before an Ashen Oath’s thrown knife found his throat.

As quickly as it had begun, the skirmish ended. Four bodies lay still among the fallen leaves.

“Hide them,” Lysara said, wiping her blade clean on a guard’s cloak. “We need to move. We’ll have an hour at most before they’re noticed.”

Her team worked quickly, dragging the bodies deep into the undergrowth and covering them with branches and forest debris. No pretense of concealment for investigation—this was merely to delay discovery. They were long past subtlety now.

“That’s the third patrol we’ve encountered,” a short, squat man named Garisk said as they regrouped, his voice tight.

Lysara nodded grimly. “Whatever they’re planning, they’re serious about protecting it.”

The group continued northward, now moving with greater urgency. Lysara led the way, her steps sure despite the difficult terrain and near-total darkness. Six Ashen Oath operatives followed in pairs, their weapons now drawn and ready. Amara—who had flatly refused Callen’s insistence that she remain at the tower—stayed close to him.

“You’re bleeding,” she whispered to one of the Ashen Oath as they navigated a particularly dense thicket. The woman had taken a glancing blow during their encounter with the patrol. Without breaking stride, Amara reached into her pack, pressed a folded cloth into the operative’s hand. “Apply pressure.”

The woman nodded, securing the bandage against her arm without slowing her pace.

Callen watched, struck again by Amara’s capacity to care for others even in the most dangerous circumstances. It reminded him of countless moments in Emberdale—her gentle hands tending village children, her careful instructions to mothers with sick infants, her unfailing compassion even for those who could offer nothing in return.

They pressed onward through the darkness, the forest gradually thinning as they approached a shallow ravine. Water trickled along its bottom, the soft gurgling providing natural cover for their movements. Lysara directed them to follow the watercourse, using its depression as both concealment and guide.

“Soldiers ahead,” Callen warned softly, his drift sense detecting a small outpost constructed where the ravine intersected a wider path. “Two guards.”

Lysara signaled a halt. “We can’t afford to alert them with another direct confrontation. Alternative route?”

“The ravine continues east,” one of her operatives suggested. “But it adds at least an hour to our approach.”

“Too long.” Callen closed his eyes briefly, focusing on the fragment’s energy. “I might be able to create a distraction.”

Lysara studied him, eyes narrowed. “What kind of distraction?”

“Something to draw them away. Not harmful, just disorienting.” He wasn’t certain it would work—his control over the fragment’s power remained imperfect—but the alternative meant more killing or significant delay.

After a moment’s consideration, Lysara nodded. “Do it. But if it fails, we take them out quickly and quietly.”

Callen moved slightly ahead of the group, finding a position that gave him a clear line of awareness of the men. He withdrew the fragment from his pocket, feeling its familiar warmth against his palm. Focusing his concentration, he extended the drift sense toward the guards, seeking the subtle patterns of their awareness, all while thinking of the purpose of this mission.

Emotion was the key, not suppressing it.

For Nora.

And Amara, he admitted, though it was a strange realization.

The fragment’s energy responded, drawing a surge of power.

Callen channeled it carefully, remembering his practice with Finch. He let the power flow through him, focused on what he wanted rather than forcing it. Instead of simply disrupting their physical sensations as he had at the detention facility, he attempted something more subtle—amplifying the natural forest energies from the direction opposite their approach. For a moment, nothing happened. Then one guard straightened, turning away from them.

“Did you hear that?” he asked.

“Hear what?”

“Sounded like voices. Over there.”

The second guard frowned, listening intently. Callen pushed harder, focusing the fragment’s energy to create the impression of movement—branches cracking, undergrowth disturbed. As the fragment seemed to recognize what he wanted, power surged again, drawn by his urgency and desire. Warmth spread through him.

And the scales?

Callen tried not to think about it.

“There,” the first guard said, drawing his crossbow. “Someone’s out there.”

“Probably just an animal,” the second guard replied, but his hand moved to his weapon nonetheless.

“The commander said to investigate anything unusual,” the first insisted. “You stay here. I’ll check it out.”

He moved away from the checkpoint, crossbow ready as he advanced toward the phantom sounds. The remaining guard watched nervously, his attention now firmly away.

Lysara signaled silently and the group began moving again, using the ravine’s depression to pass behind the distracted guard. Callen maintained his concentration, feeding the illusion of movement deeper into the forest, drawing the first guard farther from their position.

They had nearly cleared them when disaster struck. One of the Ashen Oath slipped on the wet stones, sending a cascade of pebbles down the ravine’s edge. The sound, though slight, was enough to alert the remaining guard. He spun, torch raised, its light falling directly on the infiltration team.

“Intruders!” he shouted, reaching for the horn at his belt.

An Ashen Oath’s arrow took him in the throat before he could sound the alarm, but the damage was done. The first guard turned back, immediately spotting the group now exposed in the ravine, raising his crossbow and firing.

The bolt struck one of Lysara’s people in the shoulder, sending him stumbling backward with a grunt of pain. Amara moved immediately to his side, steadying him as blood soaked through his tunic.

There was no more time for stealth. Two more Ashen Oath loosed arrows simultaneously, dropping the remaining guard before he could reload. But the brief confrontation had broken their careful silence and Callen’s sense with the drift detected movement from multiple directions—more patrols responding to the disturbance.

“Move,” Lysara ordered. “We planned for this. Move to the secondary point. Now.”

They abandoned the ravine, sprinting through the forest. Amara supported the wounded Ashen Oath, half-carrying him as they fled. Callen took up the rear position, his drift sense tracking the pursuit. Three separate patrols were converging on their position.

The forest opened suddenly into a broad clearing—a mistake.

They’d emerged too early, leaving themselves exposed. Across the open ground, the dark silhouette of the facility rose against the night sky, its watchtowers illuminated by harsh white light that swept the perimeter in regular patterns.

“Back to the trees,” Lysara said.

Before they could retreat, crossbow bolts whistled through the air. One of the Ashen Oath cried out, dropping to one knee as a bolt pierced his thigh. Another bolt narrowly missed Garisk’s head, cutting a furrow across his shoulder.

“Down,” Callen said, pulling on Amara and the wounded man she supported as more bolts cut through the space where they had stood.

A patrol emerged from the forest edge, weapons raised. Six guards advanced.

“We’ve got you surrounded. Surrender and you may live,” their leader called.

Lysara answered with a hand signal to her team. The Ashen Oath responded, rolling to protected positions and returning fire. Two guards fell immediately, but the remaining four took cover, continuing to fire from defensive positions.

“We’re pinned,” Garisk said, pressing his hand to his bleeding shoulder. “And there will be more coming.”

The facility loomed close—perhaps half a mile across open terrain—but reaching it meant crossing ground fully exposed to watchtower searchlights. Behind them, more patrols would arrive within minutes.

Callen looked at Amara, who was already working to extract the crossbow bolt from the wounded Ashen Oath’s shoulder. Her face was focused, hands steady despite the chaos around them. She caught his gaze briefly, her expression carrying no fear and only determination.

The fragment burned against his palm, its energy surging in response to the danger. Perhaps there was another way. If he could extend his abilities beyond simple distraction… If he could manipulate the drift patterns on a larger scale…

Before he could attempt it, Lysara appeared at his side, her face streaked with dirt and someone else’s blood. “There’s a service entrance on the side,” she said, pointing toward a section of the facility partially concealed by terrain. “Maintenance tunnel that connects to the main complex. You said it’s lightly guarded compared to the main gates.”

Callen nodded. The drift had shown him that. “It is, but how do we reach it without being seen?”

“Diversion,” Lysara said. She turned to two of her operatives who had taken cover behind fallen logs. “Kiran, Tella—create a distraction along the western edge. Something loud, something bright.”

The two Ashen Oath nodded, gathering equipment from their packs—small clay pots that Callen recognized as incendiaries. Makeshift explosives, primitive but effective.

“The rest of us make for the service entrance while they draw attention westward,” Lysara continued. “Split into two groups. First team clears the way, second follows with the wounded.”

It didn’t take long to learn that the diversion worked.

As Kiran and Tella’s makeshift explosives detonated along the western perimeter, alarms blared across the facility. Searchlights swung away from their position, focusing on the billowing smoke and flames now rising from the western fence line. Guards rushed toward the disturbance, their shouts carrying through the night air.

“Now,” Lysara said, signaling her remaining team forward.

They moved across the open ground, using whatever cover the terrain provided—shallow depressions, scattered boulders, patches of taller grass. Callen stayed close to Amara, who helped support one of the wounded Ashen Oath. The man’s face was pale from blood loss. None were willing to leave him behind.

They reached the eastern edge of the compound without detection, pressing themselves against a low wall as a patrol moved past, heading toward the disturbance. When the guards had passed, Lysara led them along the wall to a rusted metal door partially concealed by overgrown vegetation—the service entrance their intelligence had identified, and that matched with the drift map Callen had made.

“Two guards inside,” Callen said, the drift penetrating the thin metal door. “Just beyond the entrance.”

Lysara nodded to two of her people, who moved into position flanking the door. She produced a set of thin metal tools from her belt, working quickly on the lock. It yielded with a soft click and she eased the door open just enough to allow a slender Ashen Oath to slip through.

Seconds passed in tense silence. Then the door opened fully, revealing the person standing over two motionless guards, blade still wet with their blood.

“Clear,” he said.

One by one, they entered the service tunnel—a low, narrow passage lit sporadically by strangely flickering lanterns that appeared embedded in the ceiling. The air was damp and stale, carrying the scent of mildew and rusting metal.

“Wait,” Amara said once they had all entered, the door sealed behind them. “Let me help those I can before we move on.”

Her calm no longer surprised him, but the fact that Lysara allowed the delay did. A change from what he’d seen with the Black Veil, when an injured man would have been left behind.

The wounded were tended to quickly, dressings applied to stop bleeding. Amara moved between them, her hands steady as she administered what treatment she could under the circumstances. Callen watched her work, struck again by her competence and composure.

When their needs had been addressed, Lysara pulled out the map again, then looked at Callen as if seeking confirmation. “These maintenance tunnels should run beneath the entire complex. Nightshade,” Lysara said, motioning him forward, “can you confirm our position relative to the detention area?”

Callen closed his hand around the fragment in his pocket, focusing his awareness outward through the tunnel network. The energy responded more readily now, extending his perception beyond normal limits. The facility’s drift pattern appeared in his mind.

“The detention area is approximately half a mile ahead, accessible through the eastern maintenance shaft. I sense three guards at the tunnel junction, and more in the detention area itself.”

Lysara nodded. “Good. We’ll hold position here briefly. Kira and Tella will rendezvous with us if they make it through. Otherwise, we proceed with who we have.”

The team used the moment to check weapons and secure equipment. Callen kept his senses extended, monitoring not just their surroundings but the facility ahead. The fragment’s energy pulsed against his skin, warm and insistent.

Beside him, Amara finished treating the last of the wounded. Her hands and sleeves were stained with blood. When she caught his glance, her expression carried the steady resolve he’d come to recognize.

As he extended his awareness, he felt something off… hazy, even. He knew what that likely meant, though it changed nothing for him.

A trap. It had to be.

“What do you see?” Amara’s quiet voice pulled him back to their immediate surroundings.

“Nothing strongly. Which is why I know this is what we need to do.”

“And if it’s a trap?”

“It is,” he said. “Krell and Stark being there means it is.” What troubled him was that Callen didn’t know why they would be after him. Just because he’d abandoned the Black Veil? That wasn’t a good enough reason. Maybe for Krell, but Stark was too calculating for that. “But we know Nora is alive. And I’m not letting her stay here to be used.”

Tonight, he would become death again. The man he’d allowed himself to forget, if only for a time, in favor of letting himself feel as if maybe there could be something more for him. He’d have to be Nightshade. But only for Nora.

The knowledge filled him with a different kind of resolve than he’d felt when taking jobs for the Black Veil.

“I told Finch and Wren to expect us by dawn,” Lysara said, approaching with a leather satchel. “They’ve arranged transport away from Ironvale if we succeed.”

Callen nodded. The scholar and Wren had established a temporary refuge in an abandoned mill several miles outside Ironvale, where flowing water and thick stone walls would provide both cover and quick escape routes if needed. They’d gathered supplies, arranged for horses, and prepared healing materials—everything necessary to receive the rescued prisoners and facilitate their journey to Ashen Oath safehouses beyond Sturmov’s immediate reach. It was the safest role for them—and the most practical use of their particular skills.

Callen turned to Amara, seeing her calm but feeling the fear she hid beneath that stoic exterior. “You don’t have to come,” he said, though he knew the argument was futile. They’d had this discussion three times already. “Finch could use your healing skills if⁠—”

“Stop,” she said, her voice soft but firm. “She’s my daughter, Callen. I’m going.”

He sighed, knowing he would make the same choice. “Stay close to me inside. No matter what happens.”

“I will,” she promised. Then, after a moment’s hesitation, she said, “I’ve been thinking about what we might find in there. What you might need to do.”

“You’re worried about seeing me kill.”

Her expression remained steady. “I’m worried about what it might cost you to become that person again.”

The concern caught him by surprise—not for her safety, but for what the violence might do to him. The realization struck him deeply. After all they’d been through, after all she knew about his past, Amara still saw something in him worth preserving.

“Since Krell took her, I knew what I was going to have to do. What I was going to have to be.” He swallowed. “I never wanted Nora to see that side of me. I don’t want you to see that side of me.”

“I know what you were, Callen,” she said, stepping closer. “But I also know who you are now. The man who taught my daughter to feel the song in metal. Who stayed up all night when she had fever dreams. Who built a life protecting us when you could have walked away.” Her eyes held his, unwavering in the dim light. “That’s the man I care about. The man I’ve come to—” She stopped, as if surprising herself with what she’d been about to say.

Something shifted between them, a tension that had been building now surfacing in this most unlikely moment. Callen found himself reaching for her hand, his calloused fingers closing around hers.

“When I chose to protect you and Nora, it was about redemption. A way to… I don’t know. Maybe make amends for all the lives I’d taken.”

“And now?” she asked.

“Now it’s about more than that.” The words came with difficulty, years of restraint crumbling in the face of what might be their last quiet moment together. “I care for you, Amara. More than I thought I could care for anyone.”

Her free hand came up to touch his face, fingers tracing the scar along his jaw with gentle precision. “I’ve known for a while now,” she said. “Even when you tried to maintain your distance. Even when you acted as if our arrangement was merely practical.”

“It stopped being practical a long time ago,” he said.

“I know,” she said, a small smile touching her lips.

Before he could respond, she leaned forward and pressed her lips to his. The kiss was gentle at first, then deepened with an intensity that caught them both by surprise. His arms encircled her waist, drawing her closer as if the physical connection might anchor them against what was to come.

When they finally separated, Callen rested his forehead against hers, their breath mingling in the cool night air. “We’ll get her back,” he promised. “And then⁠—”

“And then we’ll figure out the rest,” she finished for him.

Callen took a deep breath, centering himself as he had been trained. The fragment pulsed against his skin as if responding to the emotion he’d just shown Amara.

Whatever waited inside those walls—whatever trap Stark had prepared—he would face it.

For Nora. For Amara. For the chance at a life he’d never thought possible.


Chapter Twenty-One


DECEPTIONS


The tunnel narrowed as they progressed deeper beneath the Sturmov complex, its ceiling dropping low enough that Callen had to duck in places. The air grew colder, carrying a metallic tang that reminded him of the forge—but wrong somehow, tainted with something acrid that burned the back of his throat.

A sudden splash, though slight, echoed through the tunnel as one of the Ashen Oath stepped into a puddle. Everyone froze, weapons ready.

Callen used a hint of the drift but didn’t detect anything up ahead. He was careful not to extend himself too much. Using the drift now meant he might not have the control he would need once they got closer—and he wanted to make sure he had all the control necessary. But from time to time, he could use it to make sure they were still safe.

They continued forward, more cautious now, their footsteps deliberate to avoid the growing number of puddles. The tunnel branched repeatedly, creating a maze that would have been impossible to navigate without Callen’s abilities.

“How much further?” Lysara whispered.

Callen closed his hand around the fragment in his pocket, extending his drift sense. The energy responded faster now, expanding his awareness in a wave. Through it, he mapped their surroundings—the branching passages, guard positions, the subtle rhythms of the facility itself.

“Not much. A little farther, then up one level.”

Something darted across the tunnel ahead—too large for a normal rat.

“What was that?” one of the Ashen Oath whispered, anxiety in his tone.

Lysara signaled for silence as they advanced forward.

The walls trembled suddenly. Callen pulled Amara toward him, moving away from what he could feel of the change.

“Aftershocks of the diversion,” he whispered.

She nodded, but didn’t seem relieved.

They were forced to move single-file through a narrow gap. Callen went first, and Amara followed.

Another tremble came and they broke into a controlled jog, weapons at the ready as they hurried through the increasingly unstable tunnels. As heavy footsteps approached from a connecting passage, they slowed, pressing into an alcove. A man wearing a uniform soaked with sweat, tool belt jangling, hurried past their hiding place. He didn’t notice them.

When he’d passed, Lysara turned to Callen. “Options?”

“Wait for the gap, then move quickly,” Callen whispered. “A detour costs us time we don’t have.”

The team pressed against the walls as a patrol of four guards passed the adjacent corridor.

Lysara frowned as they moved away. “This patrol seems deliberately irregular.”

“They’re expecting us,” Callen said.

Of course they would be. Stark had felt him.

Through the drift sense, Callen detected the guards’ heightened alertness, the subtle tension in their postures, the controlled breathing of men anticipating combat rather than simply completing assigned rounds.

“Wait,” he said, placing his hand against the wall. The fragment’s energy pulsed through his palm. “Maybe I can make another diversion.”

Focusing the drift on a section of wall maybe thirty feet ahead and around a bend, Callen focused on what he wanted. Help me. He had no idea if it would work, but thinking of the fragment as something that could help made it so that when he sought the subtle vibrations of pressure building within it, he found it—a weak point where the explosions had formed deep cracks in the wall. He directed energy into that, amplifying the natural sense of the drift.

With a sharp crack, the wall shuddered again.

Shouts of alarm erupted as the guards abandoned their post to respond.

“Now,” Callen said, already moving.

They rounded another corner, finding a lone guard. Lysara moved behind him with silent precision, her arm wrapping around his throat. The man struggled briefly before slumping. She lowered him carefully to the ground as the rest of the team slipped past.

Callen guided them through the maze of tunnels, following the map he’d created by using the drift. Some narrowed to crawlspaces that forced them to continue on hands and knees, others opened into wider places where multiple tunnels converged.

At one such place, they found two guards standing watch, playing cards to pass the time. Callen picked up a loose stone from the tunnel floor and tossed it down a side passage, where it clattered loudly against the stone wall.

Both guards looked up, exchanging glances. The taller one nodded to his companion. “Go check it out. Probably just rats again.”

As the guard moved to investigate, one of the Ashen Oath readied a crossbow. The moment the remaining guard turned his back, the bolt found its mark with a soft thud. He dropped without a sound.

Lysara took a position to intercept the second guard when he returned and dropped him with a quick blow to the base of his skull.

They continued deeper into the facility. Twice they paused to avoid patrols, pressing into alcoves and shadowy recesses as boots marched past. A third time, they encountered a flooded section of tunnel and were forced to backtrack.

The group’s progress slowed as one of the injured Ashen Oath stumbled, movements increasingly uncoordinated. Amara slipped a bit of paste under his tongue, and the effect was immediate. His eyes opened and he nodded to her.

“This will keep you going.” She looked at Lysara. “But he needs proper treatment.”

“Once we reach the prisoners,” Lysara said. “We complete the mission, then get everyone out.”

They continued forward, Callen and Amara supporting the weakening Ashen Oath between them. The tunnel system gradually changed—rough-hewn passages giving way to more finished corridors with reinforced walls. The lighting improved, lanterns now stationed at regular intervals.

His perception stretched ahead, mapping sections they hadn’t yet reached. Through the drift, he detected something unusual—a space where energy patterns shifted strangely. There was nothing about it that felt obvious, just wrong in some way.

“There’s something ahead,” he whispered to Amara. “Something… off.”

They approached a narrow vertical passage with metal rungs embedded in the wall. “This is the access shaft. We climb and then it all gets real.”

Lysara grunted. “Real enough so far. But can you tell how much security?”

He extended his awareness upward, feeling a subtle disruption in the drift patterns. “Two guards. Something feels different, but I can’t tell what.”

“We’ll be ready,” she said.

Amara touched his arm. He wanted to be confident, not just for her, but for Nora too, but he began to wonder if they were going to find what they had been hoping for. Still, he forced a smile.

They ascended the shaft one by one, silent as shadows. Lysara went first, knife between her teeth as she climbed, testing each rung before committing her weight. Two Ashen Oath followed, one carrying a crossbow slung across his back. Amara came next, never looking down as she climbed. Callen followed, maintaining his concentration on the drift while the injured team members came last, helping each other up metal rungs that groaned occasionally under their weight.

At the top, a heavy grate blocked their path. Lysara took a slender tool from her belt, working it into the grate’s locking mechanism. The lock was more sophisticated than expected. Lysara worked at it for several tense minutes, sweat beading on her forehead. Finally, she shook her head in frustration.

“It’s not working,” she whispered.

Callen shifted forward, careful to maintain his balance on the narrow rung. “Let me try.”

He placed his hand beside Lysara’s tools, extending the drift into the locking mechanism. The fragment’s energy responded differently here—encountering resistance, but he wasn’t clear why.

He forced the fragment’s energy into the metal, heating it. The heat spread as he intended, causing the metal to expand within its housing, and then the lock snapped.

Lysara gave him a nod before easing the grate open just enough to peer through. She held that position for a full minute, scanning what lay beyond, then pushed it fully aside. She pulled herself up in one fluid motion, disappearing from view.

Tense seconds passed. Callen’s hand moved to his knife, ready to follow if trouble erupted. Then Lysara’s face reappeared at the opening, her expression grim as she signaled all clear.

They emerged into a dimly lit corridor. The bodies of two guards lay crumpled nearby, dispatched silently by Lysara’s blade. Blood pooled beneath one—the kill had been messy. The other showed no visible wounds, though his neck bent at an unnatural angle.

The corridor stretched in both directions, lined with doors bearing small, barred windows. Overhead lighting created strangely disorienting shadows. The air held a scent that reminded Callen of his forge when metal was heating.

Lysara wiped her blade clean on the dead guard’s uniform, scanning the row of barred doors lining the corridor. “Detention cells,” she said. “But something’s not right.”

Callen nodded, a sense of unease growing as he took in their surroundings. According to the drift sense, this area should have been filled with prisoners—the distinctive patterns of multiple captives had been clear when he’d tested from outside. Yet now the corridor stood quiet.

He closed his eyes briefly, extending his awareness through the detention area, searching for explanations.

“Most of the cells are empty,” he said, moving toward the nearest door and peering through its small window.

The cell was empty, though a rumpled blanket, a metal cup on the floor, scratches on the wall that might have been counting days suggested it was recently abandoned.

They continued down the corridor, checking each cell. Most stood empty, but a few contained huddled figures who stirred at their approach—ordinary prisoners, not the Pyrin captives or children they sought. One cell held a woman who looked ahead with a vacant stare while rocking. Another contained a man with bandaged hands who scrambled away from the door when they approached, hiding in the corner. In the third occupied cell, an older man with a gray-streaked beard pressed against the bars of his window, eyes widening at the sight of them. Unlike the others, he seemed fully aware, his gaze sharp.

“You’re not guards,” he whispered, glancing past them to the dead men on the floor. “Ashen Oath?”

Lysara stepped forward, studying him, before nodding.

“Name’s Holthin. Scholar from the Isalank University, before they decided my research was useful.” He ran a trembling hand through his matted hair. “You’re too late. They cleared out the special prisoners hours ago.”

Amara moved closer. “Who took them? Where?”

The man glanced nervously down the corridor before settling on Callen. “They said someone was coming for them. Said they needed to be moved before—” He broke off, shrinking back from the window as if suddenly afraid he’d said too much.

Lysara signaled two of her people to begin freeing the remaining prisoners. She kept her focus on Holthin. “Where did they take them?” she asked.

The scholar shook his head, fear evident in his eyes. “Down. There’s a place below where they take people. I’ve only heard rumors. They… they don’t come back.”

Callen turned to Lysara. “We need to find that place.”

Holthin pointed shakily toward the far end of the corridor. “They take them that way. But you won’t get in. The dark one oversees it personally.”

Something told Callen the dark one had to be Stark.

Lysara signaled to her team. “Garisk, Frinna—get these people out. Meet at the rendezvous point if you can.” She turned to the rest of her fighters. “We continue as planned. Find the captives, extract them, destroy whatever Sturmov is building.”

They found a staircase leading down at the end of the hall. As they descended farther, Callen’s unease grew. The drift patterns surrounding them felt wrong—distorted somehow, as if deliberately manipulated to confuse his perception. The fragment in his pocket pulsed erratically, its energy surging and receding in unpredictable waves.

Yet beneath the distortion, he detected something familiar.

Nora.

Her signature was faint but distinctive, drawing him deeper.

“She’s here,” he said to Amara. “I can feel her.”

They descended deeper, following Nora’s faint drift signature. The passages transformed from plain corridors to reinforced tunnels with thick walls and heavy doors marked with warning symbols.

Finally, they reached a chamber that made Callen’s skin crawl. Metal examination cots lined one wall, leather restraints hanging open. Cabinets filled with instruments stood nearby—gleaming tools neatly arranged. The space resembled a healer’s chamber twisted into something terrible. At the center stood a raised stone table ringed by concentric metal circles embedded in the floor. Dried stains marked its surface.

Something felt wrong.

Nora’s drift seemed to emanate from here—but there was nothing of her here.

“It’s abandoned,” Lysara said, stepping cautiously forward, her weapon raised. “Recently, by the look of things.”

“No,” Callen said, the fragment burning against his palm as he extended the drift farther. “She was here. I can feel her signature within the drift.”

He moved toward the central platform, drawn by what felt like Nora’s energy. But as his fingers touched the cold stone, realization washed over him. This wasn’t Nora’s drift sense—it was bait.

“It’s not her,” he said, jerking his hand back. “It was never her.”

Amara was at his side instantly. “What do you mean?”

Callen’s jaw tightened as he recognized the subtle signature beneath the deception. “Stark. This is his work.” He ran his hand over the stone, feeling the faint tracing of something deliberate beneath. “He’s created something that mimics Nora’s drift sense, close enough to fool me. To draw me here.”

“That’s not possible,” Amara said, searching his face for reassurance he couldn’t give. “You said each person’s drift is unique.”

“They are. But Stark…” Callen’s voice hardened with the memory. “He always had abilities beyond the rest of us. This is how he hunted targets who could hide from everyone else.” He looked around the chamber with new understanding. “They wanted me. This was only meant to delay us, to keep us searching while they took the prisoners—took Nora—to someplace we can’t reach.”

“Sturmov Manor,” Lysara said. “The fortress.”

The sound of stumbling footsteps drew their attention to the chamber entrance. One of Lysara’s scouts appeared, his hand pressed against a wound in his side that leaked blood between his fingers. He staggered forward a few steps before collapsing to his knees.

“Ambush,” he gasped as they rushed to him. “Northern corridor. They knew… Were waiting…”

Amara knelt beside him, already trying to help, but Callen could tell by how much blood he’d lost that he wouldn’t make it.

“How many?” Lysara asked.

“Too many,” he whispered. “They’re coming.”

The man’s eyes glazed over as he slumped forward. Amara gently closed his lids.

Callen scanned the chamber once more. Something tugged at his awareness—a faint pattern in the drift hidden beneath Stark’s deception. It felt strangely familiar, yet he couldn’t place it. The fragment warmed in his pocket, responding to whatever lay hidden in the chamber’s design.

“We need to move,” Lysara said, checking the corridor. “Now, before they seal the exits.”

Callen reluctantly turned away from the platform. The mystery would have to wait. Nora wouldn’t be found here and lingering meant death.

“This way,” Lysara ordered, leading them toward the maintenance tunnels. “Move quickly and stay together.”

As they prepared to leave, Callen detected a new presence beyond the door.

“Wait,” he said, but it was too late.

Slow, deliberate applause echoed through the chamber. The sound came from everywhere and nowhere, amplified by the space’s unusual acoustics.

“Impressive, Nightshade,” a familiar voice called. “Truly impressive. You always were my most talented student.”

A figure stepped from the shadows at the chamber’s far end—tall, broad-shouldered, dressed in the distinctive gray and blue uniform of Sturmov security but bearing the additional insignia of Black Veil command. His silver hair was cut military-short, and a neatly trimmed beard framed a face more lined than Callen remembered, but still bearing the cold intensity that had made him feared throughout the organization.

Commander Danish Stark.

“Though I must say,” he continued, walking casually toward them as if they were meeting for a pleasant conversation, “your skills have developed in unexpected directions. That business with the drift manipulation—not something I taught you.”

Behind him, more figures emerged from hidden entrances around the chamber’s perimeter—Sturmov guards and black-clad Black Veil operatives, weapons drawn and ready. They moved to surround the intruders, cutting off all escape routes.

And then, stepping from directly behind Stark, came another familiar face—a man whose presence sent ice through Callen’s veins.

Krell.

“Hello, old friend,” Krell said, his smile never reaching his eyes. “Fancy meeting you here.”


Chapter Twenty-Two


THE DRIFT SHATTERED


The chamber fell into an unnatural silence as Stark and Krell faced them. Callen’s drift sense expanded outward, cataloging each threat. The geometry of the room offered no tactical advantage, designed specifically to prevent escape, with sight lines that allowed the Black Veil to cover every approach. Black Veil surrounded them—at least eight that he could see, plus Krell, plus the Sturmov guards.

Too many.

Stark surveyed the room, his hands clasped behind his back in that familiar posture that had once signified imminent orders—or execution. His gaze lingered on Callen. “I must say,” he said, breaking the silence, “your abilities have developed remarkably. You came to us with talent that we honed. I had not expected it to become this.” His gaze shifted to Amara. “And you must be the Selwyn daughter. Your father sends his regards.”

Amara stiffened beside Callen, her hand moving to her knife.

“Don’t,” Callen whispered. “Not yet.”

Stark laughed softly. “Yes, violence will not accomplish anything for you here.” He paced a few steps, his boots echoing against the stone floor. “Baron Selwyn has been most eager to reunite with his wayward daughter. Three years, he’s searched for you—though I suspect his interest lies more with your child than familial affection.”

Amara’s face hardened. “My father is a traitor who had my husband murdered.”

“Such harsh words for a man who’s risen so high in Lord Regent Vanish’s esteem.” Stark’s tone was conversational, as if discussing the weather rather than betrayal and murder. “Your father’s interests have aligned with our research. Were Marek here… But alas, he felt this little project of mine didn’t require his attention.”

There was something about that which troubled Callen, though he wasn’t sure why.

“He was always ambitious,” Amara said, her voice steady despite the pain in her eyes. “But I never thought he’d sacrifice his own granddaughter.”

Stark laughed, the sound devoid of warmth. “Sacrifice? Hardly. Baron Selwyn sees the girl as the potential he’s wanted to uncover.”

“Is that why you killed Kiran?” Amara demanded. “To gain access to our child?”

“The Pyrin diplomat had become problematic,” he said with a shrug. “He was gathering evidence against certain… research… initiatives. Your father merely suggested that his removal would solve multiple problems at once. The baron has always been practical about advancing his position. Lord Regent Vanish rewards those who deliver results, and your father has certainly done that.”

Callen felt Amara trembling beside him. He understood why she had risked everything to flee with Nora and the evidence of her father’s betrayal. Baron Selwyn hadn’t just been complicit in her husband’s assassination—he had orchestrated it.

Stark turned to Krell. “Secure them. I want Nightshade brought to the testing chamber intact. Kill the others if necessary, but at least try to take the woman alive. Lord Regent Vanish has questions about her Pyrin connections.”

Krell’s lips curled into a smile. “Of course, Commander.”

Stark turned away, moving toward what appeared to be a solid wall. Callen’s sense of the drift prickled with awareness—not of a door, but of something more subtle. The commander raised his hand and Callen felt it immediately—a complex manipulation of the drift with precision he didn’t have, even when using the fragment. Stark’s fingers splayed against the stone, not just touching but connecting with it. The wall responded and stone shifted against stone, revealing a hidden passage. Callen strained to understand the technique, but it was beyond his skill.

Stark paused at the threshold, glancing back with the barest hint of amusement in his otherwise cold eyes. He made no gesture of farewell, no further commands. The commander stepped through the opening, the drift signature fading as the passage sealed behind him, leaving no trace of its existence in the stone wall.

Krell unsheathed twin blades, the distinctive black metal of Black Veil weapons gleaming in the chamber’s dim light. “Just like old times, isn’t it, Nightshade? Though I always thought you’d die more gloriously than this—trapped like a rat in a hole of your own digging.”

Callen’s hand closed around the fragment in his pocket. His other hand found Amara’s, squeezing gently.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I knew this might be a trap, but I thought Nora was here. I was wrong. Now I’ve put everyone at risk. For nothing.”

Amara’s fingers tightened around his, her eyes finding his. “We both made this choice, Callen. And Nora is still out there. This isn’t over.”

Callen turned to Lysara, whose eyes showed she was already planning her attack, her body tense. “If you make it out,” he said, “find Nora and the others. Save her if you can.”

The Ashen Oath commander gave a slight nod, no false promises in her eyes.

Krell laughed, the sound echoing in the chamber. “How touching. The butcher of Ashen Valley begging others to save a child.” He motioned to the Black Veil. “Deal with them. I’ll take Nightshade.”

As the Black Veil advanced, Callen felt a strange calm settle over him. The hopelessness of their situation came to him with perfect clarity. He saw it all with the detached precision that had once made him the Black Veil’s most effective killer—the inescapable setup of the chamber, the overwhelming numbers, the positioning of every guard and operative. Stark had arranged everything.

Fight and die here. Surrender and face worse than death in the cells. Try to escape and be cut down before reaching the door. The weight of these calculations settled in his chest, a familiar emptiness he hadn’t felt since his darkest days as an assassin.

Yet something else lingered—something the old Callen would never have recognized. The blacksmith of Emberdale who had taught Nora to hear metal sing. The man who had watched Amara tend to village children with endless compassion. The person who had, despite everything, found something worth protecting.

If they were to die here, it would not be in Stark’s game. It would be on their own terms.

Staying meant death. Fighting meant death. All paths led to the same end.

So be it.

He let go of the rigid control he had maintained for years. The careful suppression of emotion the Black Veil had drilled into him. The constant vigilance against his own power. He had been a killer once—precise, efficient, deadly. Nightshade. A man he’d been trying to put behind him for the last few years—and failing.

But that person wasn’t enough to save Nora.

Perhaps something else might be.

Nora’s face flashed in his mind—not as she might be now, captive and afraid, but as he’d known her in Emberdale. Her small hands clutching the hammer he’d forged just for her, eyes bright with concentration as she struck her first piece of metal. The way she’d curl beside him on winter evenings as he read histories aloud, asking questions that revealed a mind far beyond her years. Her determined expression when learning to form letters under Amara’s patient guidance. The pride in her voice when she’d called him Papa in front of the village.

He remembered her running to meet him after long days at the forge, the smell of meadow flowers in her hair as she showed him treasures collected during her explorations. The quiet nights watching stars through their cottage window, naming constellations and inventing stories about them. The trust in her eyes when he’d promised, over and over, that he would keep her safe.

These moments weren’t just memories—they were pieces of himself he’d never known were missing until she’d filled them. He might fail her as a protector, but he would not fail her as a father. Not while he still drew breath. Perhaps something else might be enough. Not the killer, but the man who loved her.

The fragment exploded with power that seemed to come from someplace else—someplace beyond—though Callen wasn’t sure how. Heat surged through his body. The drift sense expanded. Each person became a distinct signature—the disciplined harmonies of Black Veil training, the ragged determination of the Ashen Oath, Amara’s steady presence beside him.

He had no idea if the potentially dangerous scales were spreading on him, though so far, they had not. And now it didn’t matter. It could not.

“Get ready,” he said to the others.

Callen gathered the fragment’s power, feeling it build within him. With a single focused thought, he attempted to shatter all the Black Veil’s patterns with the drift simultaneously in one strike. He didn’t need control. He’d even let whatever seemed to be guiding that power fill him—and push through him.

The energy surged outward in a powerful wave. For a heartbeat, he thought it might work.

But the power diffused, spreading too thin across too many targets. He wasn’t strong enough. Not yet. Maybe not ever.

The Black Veil staggered momentarily, some dropping to one knee, others shaking their heads as if clearing vertigo—but none fell.

Krell’s laughter cut through the chamber. “Did you really think he wouldn’t have planned for that?”

Callen gritted his teeth, realizing his mistake. Focusing on multiple targets had diluted the fragment’s effectiveness. He would need to take them down one by one.

And so he would.

For Nora.

The first of the Black Veil reached them, blade slicing toward Callen’s throat.

Time seemed to slow. He didn’t need to use the drift in one massive surge. Perhaps he couldn’t. But he could do more with the drift than anyone here—anyone save Stark, and he had left the chamber.

Callen didn’t dodge. Instead, he pushed with the drift.

The Black Veil staggered mid-strike, blood erupting from his nose and ears. He collapsed, convulsing, his weapon clattering to the floor.

Lysara launched herself at the nearest guard. Beside her, the remaining Ashen Oath engaged in a coordinated attack.

Callen focused on the Black Veil. He targeted a woman advancing on his left—Black Veil-trained, her movements fluid and deadly. With a push of her drift, she dropped mid-stride, a scream tearing from her throat as blood vessels ruptured behind her eyes. His blade finished the attack.

A man lunged at Amara, blade arcing toward her.

Callen lunged at him, blade up, then down, the drift exploding from him in a panic to protect her. The man collapsed.

Two more Black Veil came at him from opposite directions. He met the first with a kick to his knee, then caught the man’s wrist and used his momentum to drive him into the other. In that moment of contact, Callen pulsed the drift through both simultaneously and they fell, convulsing.

Is that how it can be used?

There wasn’t time to think about it.

Four Black Veil neutralized in as many heartbeats.

Krell remained motionless through it all, his face darkening. “Interesting,” he said, raising his hand but still staying out of the fighting. “But not enough.”

The fighting intensified.

A female Black Veil lunged at one of Lysara’s people, her twin blades flashing in a deadly arc. The Ashen Oath parried the first strike but missed the second. Steel bit deep into his chest. He staggered backward, blood flowering across his shirt, before collapsing to his knees with a strangled gasp.

“They’re too fast!” Lysara hissed, barely deflecting a blade aimed at her throat.

The chamber echoed with the clash of metal against metal. Black Veil moved with speed. Another Ashen Oath fell as a blade found his ribs, his own counterattack falling short as life drained from his eyes.

Amara stayed close to Callen, a small blade clutched in her hand. When a Black Veil broke through toward them, she didn’t hesitate, driving her knife into the attacker’s thigh. The operative stumbled, giving Callen the opening to finish him with a chop to the throat.

Blood spattered the chamber floor. He took a moment, surveying everything and finding he didn’t need to. He could feel it all through the drift. An Ashen Oath went down screaming, his arm nearly severed at the shoulder. Another collapsed with a throwing blade embedded in his eye.

Callen navigated the fighting, his old training making each movement precise. Black Veil taking on Black Veil.

Through it, he felt his old self, his old training return in ways it had not yet.

Nightshade returned.

He broke a guard’s neck with a sharp twist. Without pausing, he grabbed the falling man’s sword, its weight unfamiliar but balanced enough for what he intended.

A Black Veil charged toward an injured Ashen Oath; Callen pivoted and threw the blade, lodging it in the Black Veil’s back.

Across the chamber, Krell’s expression hardened. “Enough games,” he snarled, unsheathing his blades.

Krell engaged the nearest Ashen Oath with a feint to the left before his right blade slipped beneath the fighter’s raised arm. The Ashen Oath collapsed without even realizing he’d been struck.

A second fighter turned to face him, raising her weapon in defense, but Krell was already inside her guard. A lightning-quick slash opened her from collarbone to sternum. She crumpled.

Krell pivoted toward a third Ashen Oath. The man barely had time to raise his sword before Krell was upon him, blade arcing in a vicious upward slash that would open his belly.

Not like Ashen Valley.

Callen crossed the distance in three rapid strides.

His forearm slammed into Krell’s wrist. For a heartbeat, they were face to face.

“Go,” Callen growled to the Ashen Oath.

Krell danced back, blades raised in the opening stance they had both learned as initiates. “Finally,” he said. “The fight I’ve been waiting for.”

Their blades met in a series of quick strikes, steel sliding against steel. Krell used a series that Callen had taught him, high strike, low feint, slash. Callen recognized it, stepping inside the pattern to land an elbow strike to Krell’s jaw, but Krell swung his head forward, connecting with Callen’s nose.

“You’ve gotten soft,” Krell said, deflecting Callen’s knife thrust and countering with a slash that missed by a hair. “Village life has slowed you down.”

“And you’ve gotten predictable,” Callen replied, sidestepping a familiar combination and landing a blow to Krell’s ribs.

They broke apart, circling. Blood leaked from a cut above Callen’s eye, partially obscuring his vision. Krell favored his left side where Callen’s strike had landed, but his smile remained fixed.

“Did you really think you could win?” Krell asked. “Make no mistake, Nightshade. Capturing you was always the objective. But why waste the opportunity to thin the Ashen Oath ranks while we’re at it?” He gestured toward the remaining fighters with the tip of his blade. “Stark will be pleased—we’ll take a few alive, extract what they know. Pain has a way of revealing the most carefully guarded secrets.” His smile widened. “And you delivered them right to our doorstep.”

Callen glanced around. Bodies littered the floor—Black Veil, guards, Ashen Oath. The advantage of numbers was gone. Lysara fought with blood-slicked hands, one arm hanging uselessly at her side. Only two of her people remained standing.

“Callen!” Amara’s voice cut through the fighting. “We can get out.”

Krell lunged toward her but Callen intercepted, catching a blade that would have taken Amara’s head. The black metal bit deep into his forearm, blood flowing freely as he grappled with Krell.

“Go,” he said to Amara. “Please.”

Lysara finished her opponent with a thrust to the throat, then limped toward the exit. Behind her, the last standing Ashen Oath dragged a wounded comrade, leaving a trail of blood across the stone floor. Amara remained frozen at the passage entrance, her eyes fixed on Callen.

“Go with them,” Callen said to her, deflecting another of Krell’s strikes with his wounded arm.

A soldier charged from the side; Callen ducked the man’s wild swing and drove his blade up through his side.

“I’ll hold them here.”

“Callen.” Amara took a half step back toward the fight, but Lysara seized her arm.

“He’s giving us a chance,” the Ashen Oath commander said, her voice steady despite the blood seeping from a wound in her side. “The only one we’ll get.”

His eyes never left Amara’s face. “Get her out,” he said to Lysara. “Find Nora.”

He saw the moment Amara understood he wasn’t coming—the slight widening of her eyes, the calm acceptance that settled over her features, masking the pain beneath.

“Callen,” she said softly, reaching one hand toward him across the distance.

“I’ll find you,” he lied, knowing it would be the only way she would leave.

Lysara pulled Amara through the passage. The last thing Callen saw was Amara’s face, her hand outstretched toward him, before he made his choice. The fragment pulsed against his palm. In that final glimpse of her, he committed every detail to memory—the curve of her cheek, the determined set of her jaw, the silent promise in her eyes. One heartbeat, then another.

Callen reached out with the drift sense, feeling for the structural weak points in the stone above the door. Each crack and fissure filled his awareness. He closed his fist, channeling power through the fragment, and pushed.

The effect was immediate. Fractures spiderwebbed through the stone until the first block fell, then another.

A deep groan echoed through the chamber as the door collapsed. Dust rained down, followed by chunks of stone that crashed to the floor. Amara’s face disappeared behind a wall of debris.

Callen turned back to face Krell. They were the only two remaining. Everyone else was either gone or dead.

“How noble,” Krell said. “The sacrifice. It doesn’t suit you.”

“You never did understand that kind of thing,” Callen replied, circling to keep Krell’s attention firmly on him and away from the rubble-blocked passage. “Only self-interest.”

“Self-interest keeps you alive. Sacrifice gets you killed.” Krell’s blades caught the light as he shifted position. “Though in your case, we have other plans.”

Without the need to protect others, Callen channeled his fury into every strike.

For a moment, the balance tipped in his favor.

Callen’s knife slipped past Krell’s guard, driving into his chest. The blade bit deep, drawing a sharp hiss of pain from Krell.

He jerked back, but not before Callen slashed along the other man’s thigh.

He retreated a step, then another, limping, with blood dripping onto the floor. Callen pressed his advantage, driving Krell backward with a series of strikes that forced the Black Veil to defend.

For a heartbeat, victory seemed possible.

Krell’s defense faltered as he misjudged a strike. Callen saw the opening—a clean line to Krell’s heart. His knife arm tensed, muscles coiling for the killing thrust⁠—

Then something in the room suddenly vibrated.

The drift in the room surged, but not from Callen.

It emanated from the very walls, from the patterns beneath their feet, from whatever purpose Stark had designed into it. Waves of conflicting energy patterns crashed against Callen.

The fragment in Callen’s pocket blazed hot, reacting to the chamber, but rebounded against him.

Krell watched with clinical interest, circling Callen. “Fascinating. Stark thought the room might work on you like this. He had to be gone though. I still don’t know why. Not that it matters. Not now.”

His words were amused. Confident. Pleased.

But Callen could barely focus on them—or anything, for that matter.

Pain exploded behind his eyes. The drift sense overloaded. He staggered, suddenly blind to everything but overwhelming patterns that made no sense.

Krell didn’t waste the opportunity. His boot caught Callen in the chest, sending him crashing to the floor. Before he could recover, Krell’s blade pressed against his throat.

“I could kill you now,” Krell said, his voice seeming to come from a great distance through the drift distortion. “But Stark wants you alive. For now. When it’s your time, know I’ll be the one to end you.”

Callen struggled against the disorientation, trying to focus his abilities, but the chamber’s energy continued to overwhelm him. He felt blood trickling from his nose, his ears, as his own drift turned inward, tearing at his consciousness.

Krell leaned closer, his face swimming in Callen’s distorted vision. “This is what happens when you turn your back on what you are,” he said. “And for what? A useless Pyrin girl?”

Darkness clawed at the edges of Callen’s vision. His last coherent thought was of Nora, of his failure to save her. Of Amara, who had trusted him despite knowing what he was.

I’m sorry. I tried to be better.

Then the darkness claimed him completely.


Chapter Twenty-Three


PAIN AND MEMORIES


Five years ago.

The Black Veil compound’s briefing chamber, walls of bare stone and a single table where Commander Stark laid out maps of a mountain settlement.

“Ashen Valley,” Stark began, his voice precise and emotionless as always. “A remote community in the eastern territories. Population approximately two hundred. Primarily farmers and miners.”

Callen studied the maps alongside Krell and two other operatives selected for the mission. Something about the assignment felt wrong—the unusual number of personnel assigned, the extensive weapons allocation, the lack of specific targets.

“Intelligence confirms the valley has become a gathering point for rebel elements,” Stark continued, indicating several structures on the map. “These buildings house their leadership. These”—he moved his finger to other locations—“are suspected weapons caches.”

“What’s the primary objective?” Callen asked, noting that the buildings Stark had identified included what appeared to be a communal hall and several family dwellings.

“Elimination of the rebel threat,” Stark replied without hesitation.

“The entire settlement?” Krell asked.

Callen glanced sharply at him.

“All combatants,” Stark clarified. “The settlement itself is to be secured intact where possible. Structures of value should be preserved.”

“What about noncombatants?” Callen asked. “There are families in that valley.”

“Anyone who shelters rebels shares their guilt,” Stark said. “But your orders are clear—eliminate confirmed combatants. Collateral damage is to be minimized but may be unavoidable.”

Later, while preparing their equipment, Callen approached Krell.

“This doesn’t feel right,” he said quietly, checking that the others were out of earshot.

Krell, who was inspecting his blades, barely looked up. “Getting squeamish?”

“Getting cautious,” Callen said. “The objective is unusually broad. We take out specific targets. Not like this. It just feels like…” He’d hesitated, but he would need Krell’s help for this. “Like Stark is withholding information.”

“He always withholds information,” Krell replied.

“This is different.” Callen lowered his voice.

Krell finally met his gaze. “Careful, Nightshade. Questioning a mission is dangerous territory.”

“So is following orders blindly,” Callen said.

“We’re Black Veil,” Krell said, returning to his preparations. “We don’t question. We execute.” The double meaning wasn’t lost on either of them.

Callen’s unease persisted through their journey to Ashen Valley. The settlement lay nestled between steep mountain slopes. As they established observation positions on the surrounding ridges, he saw nothing to suggest rebel activity—just ordinary people going about their daily lives: Men working the small mountain fields, women hanging laundry, children playing near the central well.

Children.

As darkness fell, Callen made his decision. He would participate enough to avoid suspicion, but his priority would be locating and evacuating any civilians he could find. And afterward, he would demand answers from Stark about the true purpose of this mission.

As Callen moved through his assignment, searching for the supposed rebel leaders, he found only terrified villagers—families awakened by the sounds of violence, clutching children, hiding in corners.

He directed as many as he could toward a hidden path, warning them to flee without looking back. But Krell and the others showed no such restraint. The screams echoed through the valley, multiplying as the night progressed.

When dawn broke, Ashen Valley lay silent except for the crackling of flames consuming what remained of homes and storehouses. Ash drifted through the air like gray snow, settling on the bodies that nobody had bothered to conceal.

Callen stood in the center of the village, his drift sense detecting the final fading signs of life in the village. In the distance, he could hear Krell giving orders, as if they’d just completed a standard mission rather than a massacre.

Krell approached Callen with blood still wet on his blades. “You disappeared during the operation. Found something interesting?”

“Nothing of value,” Callen said, carefully masking his revulsion. “No rebel leaders. No weapons caches. Just villagers.”

Something in Krell’s expression shifted—a momentary calculation, quickly concealed. “Mission accomplished. The threat has been neutralized.”

“What threat?” Callen asked quietly. “There was no threat here.”

Krell studied him, then gestured toward the mountains surrounding them. “Rich in ore deposits. Turns out rebellion isn’t the only reason to clear territory.”

The realization struck Callen. “This wasn’t about rebels. It was about resources.”

“It’s always about resources, Nightshade,” Krell replied. “Power, land, minerals. The justifications are just window dressing.”

“We murdered innocent people for mining rights,” Callen said.

“We followed orders. Like we always do.”

Callen looked at the village one last time as they prepared to depart. Ash continued to fall, covering everything in a shroud of gray that seemed fitting for what they’d done. What he’d allowed to happen.
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Pain.

That was Callen’s first awareness. Not the controlled pain of training or the expected pain of combat, but something deeper. Each heartbeat sent fresh waves of agony through his body, throbbing in rhythm with the blood pulsing behind his eyes.

His second awareness was restraint. Cold metal bands secured his wrists and ankles. A wider strap pressed across his chest, restricting his breathing to shallow gasps that did little to ease the burning in his lungs. The surface beneath him was hard and unnaturally cold—a table or platform of some kind, slightly angled so that his head was lower than his feet.

Callen forced his eyes open, though even this small movement intensified the stabbing sensation in his skull. The room swam into focus gradually—small, windowless, with walls of polished stone that gleamed dully in the strange blue-white light emanating from fixtures embedded in the ceiling. Various instruments hung from a rack beside the table, all designed for torment.

He tried to extend his drift sense, to feel beyond the confines of his prison, but something was wrong. Where his abilities should have met the familiar patterns of the world around him, there was only a sickening emptiness, followed by another stab of pain at his attempt to reach out.

Callen strained against the restraints, metal cutting into his wrists as his muscles protested. The bands didn’t budge.

The effort drained what little strength remained.
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“Papa, look! I made it shine!”

Nora’s small face beamed with pride as she held up the copper pendant she’d polished under his guidance. Afternoon sunlight streamed through the forge windows, catching on the metal’s surface and illuminating her smile.

“Great work,” Callen said, setting aside his hammer. “You have a patient hand—most apprentices rush this part.”

“That’s because rushing makes mistakes,” she said, reciting his words with a playfulness that mocked the solemn way he’d shared them with her, “and mistakes with hot metal are dangerous.”

Something in his chest tightened at the way she repeated his lessons back to him—this child who wasn’t his, who called him Papa anyway. Yet the pride in her eyes was real, as was the inexplicable warmth this kindled in him.

“Can I make one for Mother, too?” Nora asked, already reaching for another scrap of copper. “For her name day?”

Callen nodded, guiding her small hands through the process of selecting appropriate material. “This one has a better grain structure,” he said, technical terms coming easier than expressions of affection. “See how the light catches differently here?”

Nora’s brow furrowed as she studied the metal. “It’s singing a different song,” she said finally, her head tilting as if listening to something only she could hear.

Callen paused, struck by her perception. He’d never explained, in those terms, metal’s sense in the drift.

“Yes,” he said simply. “It is. Now we have to choose how it will continue to sing.”
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Consciousness returned suddenly, violently. Callen’s body convulsed against the restraints as a glacial coldness spread through him. His heart raced, then slowed to a labored rhythm that sent black spots dancing across his vision. Everything was wrong.

It wasn’t just how he felt. It was the lack of the drift, that second sense that he’d come to know.

Now… it was just gone.

The room remained empty, though fresh blood stained the front of his shirt—his own, he realized, from his nose and ears. How long had he been here? Hours? Days?

He’d drifted in and out of unconsciousness. Most was quiet darkness, the welcome of death he expected. Some were memories. Those were the hardest.

Because he’d failed.

His mouth was parched, lips cracked from dehydration. Gnawing hunger suggested how long it had been since his capture. Memories of the ambush returned in fragments—Krell’s triumphant smile, Amara being pulled away, the drift turned against him like a weapon.

Had the others escaped? Had Amara reached safety? And Nora—where was she? The thought of her alone, afraid, possibly suffering similar treatment, sent a surge of helpless rage through him.

I’ve failed them both.

The realization crashed down with crushing weight. He had promised protection, had sworn to keep them safe, and instead had led them directly into Stark’s trap. Everything Callen had fought to become over the past three years—the blacksmith, the protector, the surrogate father—had crumbled in the face of his former commander’s planning.

All of what he’d been through, and for what?

He was still Nightshade. Nothing more.

With the thought came an unexpected pulse of the drift—brief but distinct.

It was there, and with it, a hint of normalcy.

For a heartbeat, Callen sensed beyond the room’s confines: corridors extending outward, people moving through them, a larger space above where multiple signatures gathered.

Then it vanished, leaving him gasping as the emptiness returned. Without the fragment, his abilities were unreliable, weakened to mere shadows of what he had wielded in the chamber beneath the facility.

The darkness claimed him once more.
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“I don’t understand why we need all these escape routes,” Amara said, frustration evident in her voice as she studied the map Callen had drawn. “We’ve been here six months with no sign of pursuit. The villagers have accepted our story. Perhaps we’re finally safe.”

The cottage kitchen was warm from the evening meal she’d prepared, the scent of herbs and fresh bread lingering in the air. Through the open door, they could see Nora in the small garden, carefully watering the seedlings Amara had planted the previous week.

“We’re never safe,” Callen replied, his tone harsher than intended. “Complacency gets people killed.”

Amara’s eyes narrowed. “Is that the Black Veil speaking, or the man?”

The question caught him off guard. Six months of cautious coexistence, of maintaining careful distance despite their pretense of marriage, and suddenly she was challenging the boundaries he’d established between them.

“Does it matter?” he asked. “The result is the same.”

“It matters to her,” Amara said quietly, nodding toward Nora. “She needs stability, not constant preparation for disaster. A real home, not another temporary shelter.”

Callen followed her gaze to the child outside. Nora knelt in the dirt, singing softly to the plants as if encouraging their growth. Five years old and already showing the quiet determination that reminded him so much of her mother.

“I’m not qualified to give her that,” he said finally.

“You’re wrong.” Amara’s hand reached across the table, not quite touching his but close enough that he could feel its warmth. “I’ve seen how you watch over her, how you check her room three times each night, how you’re teaching her to observe and listen. You’re already giving her security.”

Something shifted between them in that moment—a hairline crack in the walls he’d built around himself. Not enough to change anything, but enough to make him wonder what might happen if he allowed more such fissures to form.

“Three escape routes,” he said. “And we’ll establish a normal routine for her benefit.”

Amara’s smile was worth the concession.
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Consciousness returned like a knife in his chest—sharp, unwelcome, and bringing only pain. Callen’s throat burned with thirst, his muscles screaming from prolonged immobility. The restraints bit into his flesh, skin raw and bleeding at the contact points where he had unconsciously strained against them.

Callen closed his eyes, trying to focus past the pain. If he could just access his full drift abilities, he might be able to affect the restraint mechanisms. He concentrated, searching for that familiar sense of connection to the world’s vibrations.

Nothing.

He tried again, driving his awareness outward with desperate intensity. A flicker responded—the barest hint of the drift awareness extending beyond his own body—but it collapsed almost immediately, leaving him gasping as fresh pain lanced through his skull.

The fragment. He needed the fragment.

Without it, he was just a man—skilled and resilient, certainly, but stripped of the power that might have given him a chance against what was coming. The thought of Nora somewhere in this facility, possibly experiencing similar treatment, sent a wave of helpless rage through him.

Callen pulled against the restraints once more, muscles straining to their limits. The effort left him trembling with exhaustion and pain, no closer to freedom than before.

As darkness crept back into his vision, memories surfaced unbidden—not of combat or training, but of quieter moments. Moments that had transformed his purpose from mere protection to something deeper, something he still struggled to name.

[image: ]


“Papa! Papa!” Nora’s voice cut through the peaceful afternoon. She burst into the forge, breathless, her face flushed from running.

Callen set down his hammer immediately. “What is it?”

“There’s men at the edge of the village,” she gasped, pointing back the way she’d come. “Strangers with weapons. Sen’s father told us to run home while he talked to them.”

Callen moved instantly, dousing the forge with a practiced sweep and grabbing the hunting knife he kept beneath the workbench—ordinary enough to avoid suspicion, but balanced for throwing if necessary.

“How many?” he asked, already calculating escape routes, defensive positions, and the fastest path to warn Amara.

“Four,” Nora answered, her breathing calming. “They have horses and swords. Not like the village guard—different uniforms.”

“Where’s your mother?”

“At Thorne’s cottage with the new baby.”

Callen nodded, thinking. The widow’s cottage lay on the opposite side of the village. If these were just passing travelers, there would be no danger. But if they were something else—soldiers or, worse, Black Veil—then Amara needed to be warned.

“Listen carefully,” he said, crouching to Nora’s level. “I want you to go to the storage cellar beneath our house. Use the back path through the garden like we practiced. Stay there until I or your mother come for you.”

Her eyes widened. “Is it them?”

“Probably just travelers,” he said. “But we’re careful, remember?”

Nora hesitated for just a moment, then threw her arms around his neck in a quick, fierce hug. “Be careful, Papa,” she whispered before pulling away and slipping out the back entrance of the forge.

Callen watched until she disappeared around the corner of the neighbor’s fence, moving with the quiet caution he’d taught her during their games of stealth and hiding. Pride mixed with fear in his chest—pride at her composure, fear at the thought of what might happen if his suspicions proved correct.

Adopting the casual stance of a village blacksmith interrupted during his work, Callen moved toward the main road. As he walked, he extended the drift sense outward, feeling for the distinctive signatures of trained killers—the controlled breathing, the balanced posture, the hidden weapons that created subtle disruptions in natural movement patterns.

Four riders had indeed stopped at the village entrance, speaking with Sen’s father and two other village men. Their horses were quality stock, bred for endurance rather than farm work. The men’s posture betrayed military training, their hands resting casually near weapons.

Not Black Veil—their sense through the drift lacked the precision—but something equally concerning: border patrol from the eastern provinces, moving far beyond their usual territory.

“…just routine questions,” one of the riders was saying as Callen drew within earshot. “We’re tracking smugglers moving Pyrin contraband through these hills.”

Sen’s father, a burly man with a weathered face, crossed his arms. “No smugglers in Emberdale. We’re simple folk—farmers, craftsmen. The most exciting thing that happens here is when Old Marten’s pigs escape their pen.”

The patrol leader—a hard-faced man missing half his ear—scanned the village with narrowed eyes, gaze lingering on each building as if committing it to memory.

“The smugglers we seek are clever,” he said. “They hide among ordinary people. Sometimes for years. They might appear to be good neighbors—a farmer, a tanner…” His gaze shifted to Callen, fixed on the smith’s apron. “…even a blacksmith.”

The statement carried deliberate weight, though the man’s expression revealed nothing. Callen forced himself to maintain the slightly confused, slightly wary expression of a simple villager confronted with authority.

“No strangers settled here in years,” offered one of the village men. “Except Master Nasinth and his family, but they’ve been with us going on two years now.”

Callen silently cursed the man’s helpfulness as the patrol leader’s attention focused fully on him.

“Nasinth, is it?” the man asked. “From where originally?”

“Western territories,” Callen answered with the prepared story they’d established. “Drought drove us east seeking better prospects.”

“Family, you say?” The patrol leader shifted in his saddle, his posture suggesting casual interest while his eyes remained sharp. “Wife? Children?”

“Wife and daughter.” Callen kept his answers short, as befitted a naturally taciturn smith. Too many details would suggest fabrication; too few would raise suspicion.

One of the other riders leaned toward his leader, whispering something Callen couldn’t catch. The leader nodded almost imperceptibly before returning his attention to Callen.

“Perhaps we’ll have a look around,” he said. “Routine inspection.”

“Of course,” Sen’s father replied before Callen could object. “Though you’ll find nothing but honest folk here.”

The riders dismounted, leaving one man with the horses while the others began a methodical sweep of the village center. Callen remained outwardly calm while his mind raced through contingencies. He needed to warn Amara, to ensure Nora remained hidden, to prepare for immediate departure if necessary.

“If you’ll excuse me,” he said, wiping his hands on his apron. “I’ve metal heating in the forge.”

The patrol leader nodded. “Of course. Don’t let us keep you from your work.”

Callen walked away at a measured pace, refusing to betray urgency. Once inside the forge, he moved quickly to the rear exit, keeping to the shadows as he circled behind buildings toward Thorne’s cottage.

He found Amara just leaving, her healer’s satchel over her shoulder. One look at his expression told her everything she needed to know.

“Border patrol,” he said quietly. “Four men. Asking specific questions.”

Her face paled slightly. “Looking for us?”

“Possibly. They mentioned Pyrin smugglers.” He glanced toward their cottage, barely visible across the village green. “Nora’s in the cellar. We need to be ready to move if they become too interested.”

Amara nodded. “What do you need me to do?”

“Return home normally. Gather only what we absolutely need—medicines, the documents, emergency provisions. I’ll monitor the patrol and create a diversion if necessary.”

She reached out, her fingers brushing his arm in a rare gesture of physical contact. “Be careful. Don’t engage unless you don’t have a choice.”

The touch surprised him, as did the concern in her eyes. After nearly two years together, their partnership remained practical—mutual protection, shared responsibility for Nora, the necessary pretense of marriage. Yet sometimes, in moments like this, something else flickered between them—something neither acknowledged directly.

“I’ll be careful,” he promised.

For the next hour, Callen shadowed the patrol as they moved through Emberdale, questioning villagers and examining buildings with methodical thoroughness. Their attention seemed general rather than specific, their questions broad enough to suggest routine investigation rather than targeted search.

Finally, as afternoon shadows lengthened, the patrol leader appeared satisfied. The riders regrouped at the village entrance, exchanging notes before mounting their horses. Callen watched from the shadow of the cooper’s workshop as they departed, heading east rather than returning the way they had come.

Only when the patrol had disappeared beyond the bend in the road did Callen allow himself to relax marginally. He made his way to their cottage, finding Amara waiting by the back door.

“They’ve gone,” he said. “For now.”

Together they descended to the cellar, where they found Nora exactly as instructed—hidden behind the false wall they’d constructed, a small pack of essentials already prepared beside her. She sat cross-legged on the dirt floor, a slate and piece of chalk in her lap as if she’d been practicing her letters to pass the time.

“Papa!” She scrambled to her feet, relief washing over her face. “Are the bad men gone?”

“They weren’t the ones we worry about,” he said, though uncertainty lingered. “Just border patrol asking questions.”

Amara knelt before her daughter, brushing a strand of hair from her face. “You did exactly right, little spark. Exactly as we practiced.”

Nora beamed at the praise, but her eyes remained serious as she looked between them. “Are we staying?”

The question hung in the air between them. Callen met Amara’s gaze over Nora’s head, reading the same conflict he felt. The patrol might have been routine, but it might also indicate increased vigilance in the region. The risk had to be weighed against the stability they’d built here—Nora’s friends, their established identities, the life they’d carefully constructed.

“Yes,” Callen decided. “We’re staying. But we’ll be watchful.”

Later that night, after Nora had been tucked into bed with extra reassurances, Callen and Amara sat at the kitchen table, voices low.

“If they were looking for us specifically, they would have been more thorough,” Amara said. “We can’t run at every shadow, Callen. Nora deserves some stability.”

He nodded slowly, surprised to find himself agreeing. Two years ago, he would have insisted on immediate relocation at the first sign of official interest. Now, watching Nora grow and thrive in Emberdale, he found himself weighing risks differently.

“We’ll stay,” he said. “But I want additional precautions. For all of us.”

Relief softened her features momentarily. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For considering what’s best for her. Not just what’s safest.” Her eyes met his, warm in the lamplight. “For becoming more than just her protector.”

The words stirred something unexpected in him. “She’s worth protecting properly,” he said, the closest he could come to expressing what he felt.

Amara’s small smile suggested she understood what remained unspoken.


Chapter Twenty-Four


A DRAGON AND AN EGG


A door opened somewhere behind his head, the sound of metal hinges grating against his heightened senses. Footsteps approached—a measured, deliberate stride that Callen recognized instantly despite years of separation. His body tensed involuntarily, muscles remembering the lessons that had been quite literally beaten into him. Stark had not been his first instructor in the drift, but he had been his most demanding, both mentally and physically.

Stark stepped into view, tall and imposing in his uniform. Age had added lines to his face and threads of silver to his hair, but his eyes remained the same—cold, calculating, seeing through deception and weakness with equal ease.

“You’re awake. Good.” The commander’s voice was exactly as Callen remembered it—neutral, controlled, revealing nothing of the thoughts behind it. “We have much to discuss.”

Callen tried to speak, but his parched throat produced only a raspy whisper. Stark reached for a small table beside the platform, pouring water from a pitcher into a metal cup. With a surprising gentleness, he lifted Callen’s head, allowing him to drink.

The water was cool and clean, reviving him enough to find his voice. “Where’s Nora?”

“The child you risked everything to defend? Safe. For now. Being evaluated with the others.” Stark set the cup aside. “She’s shown remarkable resilience. Your influence, I presume.”

Relief and dread battled within Callen’s chest. Alive, but evaluated could mean anything in Stark’s terminology.

“If you’ve hurt her⁠—”

“Always so quick to assume the worst,” Stark said. “My interest is in her abilities, not in causing unnecessary suffering. Pain is merely a tool, as you well know. Useful when required, counterproductive when not.” He adjusted one of the instruments on the nearby rack, his movements precise and unhurried. “The child’s heritage makes her valuable to my research. Your education is a surprising boon.” He glanced at Callen. “I wonder if you would have done the same had you known.”

“Your research,” Callen repeated. “Collaborating with Sturmov and now hunting children. Is this what the Black Veil have become?”

A ghost of a smile touched Stark’s lips. “You misunderstand the nature of our arrangement. The research is for my own interest, as it always has been. The Lord Regent understands the necessity. With what we’ve lost to Pyrin… what I’ve lost to those people…” His face contorted. “You never saw the dangers. Never saw the fury of the Pyrin flame. I saw it firsthand.”

There was something more there, something that told him that Stark had lost someone close to him to the Pyrin. “The Lord Regent betrayed the treaty⁠—”

“After we were attacked. And with a power we couldn’t counter. Not at the time. But I promised the Lord Regent that would change. And Sturmov… well, he provides resources—funding, facilities, some protection.” He said the last with a bit of a sneer, telling Callen all he needed to know about what Stark thought of the Sturmov soldiers. “What I do with those resources is my own concern. And the research is on Pyrin people. Not only children. The children are… let’s just say undeveloped. That offers options.”

“And what exactly are you doing?”

Instead of answering, Stark reached into his pocket and withdrew a familiar object—an eggshell fragment similar to the one Callen had carried, but larger, its surface more intensely iridescent. As he held it up, the fragment seemed to pulse with light, responding to his touch.

Something stirred in Callen—a sense of the drift deeper and more potent than anything he’d experienced before. The fragment called to him across the space between them, its energy pattern somehow familiar despite Callen never having seen it before.

As quickly as the connection formed, it vanished. Stark returned the fragment to his pocket, studying Callen’s reaction with clinical interest.

“Fascinating,” he said. “You sensed it, didn’t you? Even without direct contact. Even with the suppressants in your system.”

Callen said nothing, but his silence was confirmation enough.

“You always had the strongest abilities with the drift I’d ever encountered,” Stark continued, circling the platform. “Nearly as strong as mine. We searched for those like us, but the gift is unfortunately rare.”

Callen knew that to be true. Being able to sense the drift was not rare. There were quite a few in the Black Veil who could do it. But at the level he did—and Stark—that was what was rare.

“The mission to recover the dragon egg confirmed my theory.”

The memory surfaced unbidden—the nobleman’s estate, the egg beneath glass, that first overwhelming surge of power when his fingers brushed its surface.

“You set me up,” Callen said. “You knew what would happen when I touched it.”

“I had suspicions,” Stark corrected. “Based on certain indications you’d shown. Your performance exceeded even my expectations, however.” He paused, facing Callen directly. “Do you remember what happened to the scholar who interrupted you?”

“He died.” The words tasted like ash. “I assumed it was from the drift backlash.”

“Partially correct. The energy channeled through you did kill him—but not accidentally, as you thought. It recognized him as a threat to the egg and reacted accordingly.” Stark’s eyes gleamed. “Pure instinct, perfectly executed. The egg’s defense mechanism, activated through a compatible vessel.”

As much as he wanted to argue, to tell him it wasn’t true, it fit with Finch’s suggestion. Callen had just thought it the response to the fragment, and Finch had suggested he had some ability tied to his bloodline.

But this… this suggested he might have done something to an actual dragon.

Callen struggled to process this revelation against the throbbing in his skull. The past few years of developing abilities, his inexplicable connection to the fragment, even his heightened drift sense during Black Veil training—all pointed to something more fundamental than he’d realized.

“Why work with Sturmov?” he asked, buying time as he tested his restraints again. “What do you gain from this partnership?”

Stark seemed pleased by the question. “Lord Regent Vanish and his Sturmov collaborators believe I’m developing weapons—enhanced soldiers, energy conduits, tools for their petty political dominance. They’re correct, but shortsighted.” He leaned closer, voice dropping. “I’m seeking something far more valuable. Something lost for centuries.”

It came to Callen then, though he still wasn’t sure that it made any sense.

“The dragons,” Stark said, reaching into his pocket once more. “Five years ago,” he continued, “you located the dragon egg for me. An egg that subsequently disappeared during transport to the location where I intended to study it. No evidence of theft, no signs of break-in. It simply vanished from a sealed vault. The guards reported hearing a strange sound that night—something they described as singing metal.” Stark’s eyes bored into Callen’s. “I believe the egg hatched. I believe it escaped. And I believe you know where it went. Especially since you were carrying a fragment of that shell with you when you were taken.”

The accusation hung in the air between them. Callen’s mind raced, trying to recall anything unusual about that mission beyond the overwhelming power surge when he’d touched the egg. He’d delivered it as ordered, filed his report, continued his assignments. If the egg had hatched afterward, he’d known nothing about it.

“I have no idea what happened to it,” Callen said. “I completed the mission and moved on to the next.”

He certainly hadn’t done anything to the egg.

But could that be why the fragment had reacted to him? Tarek had mentioned something drawing him. Could it have been tied to him in some way?

The idea seemed… well, it seemed impossible.

Stark studied him for a moment, then nodded as if confirming something. “Perhaps not consciously. But such things often work in ways that the conscious mind does not understand. Not without training.” He stepped toward him. “You had training. You chose not to use it, but you had it.”

He returned the fragment to his pocket. “The suppressants will clear from your system gradually. As they do, your abilities will return—and with them, the connection I need in order to find what was lost.”

“And if I refuse to help you?”

The commander’s expression didn’t change, but something cold entered his eyes. “Then I explore other options. The child, for instance. Half Pyrin, raised by someone with your particular aptitudes. Developmental influences can be nearly as powerful as genetics.”

The threat was clear. Cooperate, or Stark would turn his attention to Nora.

“The commander I knew served a purpose beyond himself. Whatever your methods, there was conviction behind them.”

“You think me changed?”

“Yes,” Callen said simply.

Stark chuckled. “I’ve simply revealed more of what was always there. The Black Veil were never the endpoint, Nightshade—merely a tool for gathering knowledge and resources. For finding people like you.”

He moved toward the door, pausing at the threshold.

“Rest. Recover your strength. Soon enough, we’ll see what your blood remembers that your mind has forgotten.”

The door closed behind him, leaving Callen alone with the implications of Stark’s revelations. His head throbbed with renewed intensity, thoughts fragmenting as he tried to assemble the pieces into a coherent whole.

A dragon egg. Hatched and disappeared. His own unexplained abilities beyond Black Veil training. The fragments’ responsiveness to him.

And somewhere, Nora remained in Stark’s custody—a secondary option if Callen proved uncooperative or incapable of providing what the commander sought.

Callen strained against the restraints once more, metal cutting into flesh as muscles strained to breaking point. The bands held fast, designed specifically to contain prisoners with abilities.

Exhaustion claimed him again, darkness closing in. His last conscious thought was of Nora—not as a prisoner, but as she had been in Emberdale, running to meet him at the forge, her small face alight with joy.

I will find you, he promised silently. Whatever it takes.

The sense of the drift within him stirred, weaker without the fragment but still present—a core of energy that even Stark’s suppressants couldn’t completely extinguish. It responded to his determination, to the emotion he’d once been trained to suppress.

As consciousness slipped away, Callen felt it building—not with the destructive force he’d wielded in battle, but with a subtle persistence that reminded him of metal being gradually shaped under repeated hammer blows.

Patient. Determined. Transforming.


Chapter Twenty-Five


PAIN AND SUFFERING


Cold.

That was Callen’s first sense as consciousness returned. Not the bracing cold of winter mornings in Emberdale, but something deeper—a chill that had settled into his bones. His body felt wrong—weak and heavy all at once, limbs responding sluggishly to his commands. When he finally managed to force his eyes open, the world swam in a blur of shadows and dim light. Gradually, his surroundings took shape: walls of stone; a ceiling embedded with softly glowing light; a floor of the same stone, seamless and unyielding.

Not the examination table he remembered. A different place entirely.

Callen tried to sit up, muscles protesting as he pushed himself upright. His left arm throbbed with a dull, persistent ache. Glancing down, he found the source—a neat bandage wrapped around the inside of his elbow, a small circle of blood having soaked through.

He wasn’t the only one who’d noticed the movement.

“He’s awake,” someone said from beyond his field of vision.

Callen turned, a wave of dizziness nearly sending him back to the floor. A small observation slit punctured the wall of his cell—little more than a narrow rectangle of glass through which he could see eyes watching him. A woman stared through, her gaze cold as winter stone. Something in that look made his skin crawl. Not hatred or anger, but something worse—complete indifference, as if he were nothing more than an interesting specimen pinned to a collector’s board. She scribbled something on her slate before another face replaced hers, this one equally dispassionate.

They were studying him. Watching. Waiting for something.

The faces changed throughout the day, but the eyes remained the same—calculating, measuring his pain, gauging his responses. Stark had made it clear. The suffering wasn’t just about information; it was bait. Each cry of agony, each drop of blood spilled was meant to send ripples outward, calling to something that shouldn’t exist in this world, that had disappeared a thousand years ago or more.

Callen refused to give them the satisfaction of seeing him break.

“How much did you take this time?” Callen asked the man, one of his tormenters, his voice rough.

The man didn’t respond, simply moved away from the window.

Callen slumped back against the wall. Beyond the cut in his arm, he had bruises in various stages of healing along his torso, and a still bleeding wound across his ribs suggested at least one session of questioning that he couldn’t remember and wounds from his capture.

How long have I been here?

He’d lost track. And he worried what that meant for Nora.

He closed his eyes, reaching for the drift sense. As before, only emptiness answered him—a void where his awareness should have been. Whatever suppressants Stark had mentioned continued to block his abilities. Without them, he didn’t feel the same. Skilled, certainly, but stripped of the power that had made him think that escape might be possible under the right circumstances.

The stillness of the cell was broken by the sound of a door opening beyond his line of sight. Heavy footsteps approached—measured, unhurried, deliberate. Callen knew who they belonged to before Stark appeared.

“You’re awake,” the commander said, his voice carrying that same neutral tone Callen remembered from years of training. “I see the pain lingers,” Stark said, a hint of satisfaction in his tone. “Good. That means it’s working.”

Callen didn’t bother to respond. The answer was written clearly enough in his weakened state, in the tremors that ran through his hands despite his efforts to still them.

“Your suffering has purpose,” Stark continued, leaning closer to the observation window. “Every moment of agony resonates outward. Calling to something that remembers you.” His voice dropped. “The more you suffer, the stronger the call becomes. Pain creates the clearest signal.” A cold smile touched his lips. “Since you won’t give me what I need willingly, I’ll extract it one scream at a time. If not yours, then perhaps the child’s.”

Nora. The mention of her sent a surge of protective rage through Callen, temporarily burning through the fog of weakness.

“Where is she?” he demanded. “If you’ve hurt her⁠—”

“Damaged subjects yield no information,” Stark said, his tone suggesting Callen should know better than to ask. “The child receives appropriate care. Food, shelter, water.” He paused. “She asks about you. Calls you Papa quite insistently.”

The words were calculated to cause pain, to remind Callen of his failure to protect her. Instead, they ignited something in him. Despite everything, Nora still believed in him. Still claimed him as family.

“What do you want from me?” Callen asked, though he suspected he already knew.

“Your cooperation would simplify matters,” Stark said. “Information about your experiences with the egg. Your connection to it. Where the creature might have gone.” He spread his hands in a reasonable gesture. “But I’m a practical man. Tell me what I want, and this can be done.”

“I don’t know what you want,” Callen said.

Stark watched him dispassionately. “We will see.”

As Stark’s footsteps receded, Callen leaned his head back against the cold stone wall. He needed to think, to plan—but his mind remained frustratingly sluggish, thoughts slipping away before he could fully grasp them.

The door to his cell opened, admitting two guards in Sturmov uniforms. They approached with practiced caution, weapons ready though he was clearly in no condition to resist.

“On your feet,” one ordered.

Callen complied, knowing that resistance now would only deplete what little strength remained. They secured his wrists with heavy manacles connected by a short chain—overkill, given his weakened state. They marched him through long corridors. Twice he stumbled, his legs threatening to give out, but the guards merely hauled him upright and continued forward.

Eventually they reached the examination room he’d first awakened in after his capture. The platform remained in the center, metal restraints glinting in the harsh light. Nearby stood a table covered with instruments that reminded him of Amara’s healing tools, though he knew them now as items of torment.

A woman waited for him beside the platform, her face a mask of indifference. She wore what might have been a healer’s coat, but Callen knew better—it was just a veneer of legitimacy over what was about to happen.

“Put him on the table,” she ordered the guards. “And make sure he can’t move this time. Stark wants him to feel everything.”

The guards slammed Callen onto the cold metal platform, his weakened body offering little resistance. They yanked his arms and legs into position, metal restraints clamping around his wrists and ankles with brutal force. A wider band crossed his chest, tight enough to make each breath a struggle.

“He looks weak today,” the woman observed, eyes cold as she examined him. “Good. The weaker he is, the more likely he’ll be compliant.” She leaned over Callen, close enough that he could smell the mint on her breath. “You should know why we’re doing this. Stark believes your pain is special. That your screams call to something. I don’t know if that’s true, but I do know my job is to make you hurt until he gets what he wants.”

The assistant approached with a tray of metal discs connected to thin wires. His hands trembled slightly as he pressed the first disc against Callen’s temple, the metal burning cold against his skin.

“I’m going to try something new today,” the woman said, turning to a control panel. “Something that will make yesterday seem like a gentle caress.” The woman’s hand hovered over something he couldn’t see. “Stark wants to know your limits. Let’s find them together.”

White-hot agony exploded through Callen’s body. Every nerve ending screamed as though being flayed open. His back arched against the restraints, muscles contracting with such force, he felt something tear in his shoulder. A hoarse cry tore from his throat before he could stop it, the sound seeming to please the woman.

“That’s it,” she said, watching his face contort. “Fight it if you want.”

Through the haze of suffering, Callen sensed something aching deep within him, something that reminded him of what he’d been feeling when using the fragment. He didn’t know if it was useful or not, but there was something there.

Callen bit through his lower lip, the metallic taste of blood filling his mouth as he fought to remain conscious. The strange echo-sense grew stronger as the pain peaked, allowing him brief, fragmented glimpses beyond his immediate surroundings—corridors stretching away from the chamber, other rooms where figures moved like shadows through fog, the barest impression of a larger structure containing it all.

Then, as suddenly as it began, the pain receded.

Not gone entirely, but diminished to a level that allowed coherent thought to return.

“That should be enough for today,” she said, removing the metal discs from Callen’s sweat-soaked skin. Each removal felt like tearing off a scab, leaving small, raw circles of flesh behind.

Callen struggled to hold onto the strange sensation that he’d felt during the agony. It slipped away like water through fingers, leaving only fragments.

The woman leaned over him one last time. “You’re stronger than I expected,” she said. “Most would have broken by now. I’ll try more tomorrow once I make a few preparations.”

“Not quite done today,” a voice said from the doorway. “He has another appointment.”

Callen turned his head as much as the restraints allowed, dread settling in his stomach as he recognized the speaker.

Krell.

He leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed casually over his chest, a smile playing at the corners of his mouth. Unlike the other’s clinical coldness, Krell’s expression held something far more dangerous—anticipation.

“Stark wants me to have a turn with him,” Krell said, his voice carrying a note of pleasure that made the woman stiffen. “He thinks I might be able to get more interesting reactions.”

The woman’s eyes narrowed. “He’s already weak from today’s session. Another round might kill him.”

“Worried about your plaything?” Krell’s smile widened. “Don’t be. I know exactly how far to push before breaking something permanently. Nightshade and I have history.”

She glanced between Krell and Callen, clearly unhappy. “Just make sure he’s alive for tomorrow,” she said finally, gathering her things. “Stark was clear about needing continuous sessions.”

“Oh, he’ll be alive,” Krell promised, pushing away from the doorframe. “Whether he’ll want to be is another matter entirely.”

The woman and her assistant left without another word, giving Krell a wide berth as they passed. The door closed with a heavy thud.

Krell approached the platform. “Just like old times, isn’t it?” he said when they were alone. “Though usually we were on the same side of the interrogation.”

Callen said nothing, conserving what strength remained while bracing for what Krell would do to him.

“Ah, the silent treatment.” Krell retrieved something from a nearby table—a thin blade that caught the light as he turned it thoughtfully in his hands. “You know, I always admired that about you during training. Your control. Your focus. The way you could shut everything out to complete a mission.”

He moved to stand beside the platform, the blade hovering inches above Callen’s exposed forearm. “But we both know that control has limits. Points where it shatters. I’ve spent years learning exactly where those points are in various subjects.” The blade pressed against Callen’s skin, not cutting yet, just creating a line of pressure. “I wonder where yours are now, after all this time playing village blacksmith. Have you gone soft, Nightshade?”

The blade bit into flesh—not deep, just enough to send a line of fire across nerve endings. Callen clenched his jaw, refusing to give Krell the satisfaction of a response.

“Stark wants information about the egg,” Krell continued, creating a second shallow cut parallel to the first. “Where it went. How you’re connected to it. But me?” He leaned closer, his voice dropping to a near whisper. “I’m more interested in what broke you. What made you walk away. What made you choose that Pyrin brat over everything you were trained to be.” The blade moved again, tracing a third line that connected the first two. “Was it guilt? Weakness? Or something else entirely?” A fourth cut, completing a pattern that Callen recognized with cold clarity—the Black Veil insignia, carved into his flesh as a reminder of what he’d once been.

Blood welled up, warm against his skin. Krell’s eyes gleamed with satisfaction at his work.

“I could have made it quick, you know,” Krell said conversationally, wiping the blade clean on a cloth. “That day in the forest. One clean strike, and it would have been over. Merciful, even.” He selected a different instrument from the table—something that resembled a healer’s probe but modified for a very different purpose. “But Stark had other plans for you. Said you were too valuable to eliminate. Something about your connection to the fragments.”

The probe touched one of the freshly carved lines, and white-hot agony exploded through Callen’s arm as something caustic entered the wound. Controlling his breathing became impossible as every muscle tensed against the assault.

“I argued against keeping you alive,” Krell continued, moving the probe to the next cut. “Told him you were too dangerous. Too unpredictable. That whatever value you might have wasn’t worth the risk.”

Another touch, another explosion of pain. The room began to fade around the edges of Callen’s vision.

“But he was right, as usual.” Krell set the probe aside, leaning in to watch the blood well up from the cuts he’d made. “Stark thinks there’s something in you worth keeping alive. Says you’re connected to something important.” He wiped the blood on his fingers, examining it with dark fascination. “I don’t understand what he sees in you, but I’ve learned to trust his instincts. And if hurting you brings whatever it is closer, all the better for me.”

As the pain crested to unbearable heights, something shifted in Callen. The agony still tore through him, but behind it rose a strangeness. For a moment, the torture chamber seemed to fall away, and suddenly he could feel beyond its walls, as if he were still connected to the fragment. That power bloomed, surging from someplace deep, though he didn’t hold the shell fragment.

Corridors spread out in his mind. He sensed the levels above where his cell must be located, could feel the weight of earth and rock surrounding him. Throughout the facility, people moved like shadows in his perception, each one a flickering presence in his awareness.

And then—that something else.

Something vast and ancient stirring at the very edge of his consciousness. Not anything he recognized. A presence of immense power, distant but moving toward him. The source of the power that he’d felt through the fragment.

It wasn’t from the fragment at all. It was something else. And his pain had called to it.

Krell must have noticed something changing in Callen’s expression. “Interesting,” he said, grabbing a different instrument from the table. “Let’s see if we can encourage more of that.”

The next hour dissolved into an endless parade of agony. Krell worked with surprising patience, each new torment building upon the last. Between the physical pain came the psychological barbs that cut just as deep—memories Callen had tried to bury.

“Remember Blackwater Crossing?” Krell asked, applying a heated blade to the sole of Callen’s foot. “That village headman who wouldn’t give up the rebel’s location? What was his daughter’s name again? The one who watched him die?”

Callen bit down on his response, tasting blood as the knife traced burning patterns across his skin.

“Or that diplomat in Westhold?” Krell continued, setting aside the blade to select something worse from his collection. “The one with the pregnant wife? You made it quick for him, I’ll give you that. More mercy than he deserved, according to our orders.”

Each word was calculated to reopen old wounds, to remind Callen of every life he’d taken. The faces of the dead rose unbidden in his mind—people whose only crime had been standing in the way of someone powerful enough to command the Black Veil.

Throughout the torture, strange pulses of awareness flickered through Callen’s consciousness. One moment he was trapped in the torture chamber, the next he caught disorienting glimpses of other places: a guard walking a distant corridor; Stark standing before a table covered with fragments of shell; a kitchen where workers prepared food, oblivious to the suffering beneath them.

The flashes came without warning and vanished just as suddenly, leaving Callen disoriented and struggling to separate vision from reality. Blood and pain blurred everything, making it impossible to hold onto these strange perceptions or understand what they meant.

“Your mind is wandering, Nightshade,” Krell said. “That won’t do at all.” He reached for what looked like a thin metal wand with a forked tip. “This one’s special,” he said, twirling it between his fingers. “It finds nerves that most don’t even know they have.”

When the instrument touched Callen’s side, pain exploded through him unlike anything that had come before. It wasn’t just physical—it reached deeper, as if Krell were somehow burning his entire being. Callen’s back arched off the table despite the restraints, a hoarse scream tearing from his raw throat.

In that moment of purest agony, something shattered within him.

The flickering awareness that had been teasing the edges of his consciousness suddenly exploded outward in all directions. The world fell away, replaced by a vast web of energy and sensation that encompassed the entire facility.

This wasn’t the drift he knew—this was something more primal. It flowed through stone and metal. He could sense every room, every corridor, every person moving through them.

Somehow, his focus was drawn to a chamber above him. In the center of this chamber sat a small figure, cross-legged on a simple pallet, head bowed as if in meditation or prayer.

Nora.

She sat on a small cot, eyes closed. Her presence burned bright in his perception, a flame surrounded by shadows. Unlike him, she wasn’t physically restrained. The momentary connection snapped as Krell applied his instrument again, sending fresh waves of agony through Callen’s body. But something had changed. Knowing Nora was alive, was whole… did something to him.

“There it is,” Krell said, noticing the shift in Callen’s eyes. “Something’s happening in that head of yours. Care to share with your old partner?”

Callen remained silent.

Krell’s expression hardened. “Have it your way.” He selected what appeared to be his final instrument—a slender metal rod with a tip that glowed faintly blue. The rod hovered over Callen’s chest, directly above his heart. “Last chance to volunteer what you know about the egg, Nightshade. Where it went. What happened after you delivered it. How you’re connected to it.” When Callen remained silent, Krell sighed dramatically. “Your choice.”

The rod descended, its tip pressing against bare skin.

The world shattered.

Pain beyond anything Callen had experienced erupted from the point of contact, radiating outward in waves that seemed to tear reality apart at the seams. His body arched against the restraints, muscles contracting with such force that he heard something snap in his wrist.

And then that strange energy he detected felt like it was moving again, once more toward him.

For a moment. Nothing more than that.

Then everything blinked out again and there was only pain.

The rod lifted from his chest, the connection broken as suddenly as it had formed. Callen collapsed back against the platform, consciousness threatening to leave him again entirely. Before unconsciousness claimed him entirely, he felt it again—that ancient presence close enough that he could almost feel it.

And with that final thought, Callen surrendered to the dark.


Chapter Twenty-Six


THE DRIFT RETURNS


When consciousness returned to Callen, it didn’t come with the expected surge of pain but with an awareness that tingled at the edges of his senses. He kept his eyes closed, focusing inward on the unfamiliar sensation. The drift. But different from before.

Without the fragment, he’d assumed his abilities would remain suppressed, crippled by whatever Stark had been administering. But something had changed during his last session with Krell. That moment of agony had shattered something inside him—or perhaps awakened it.

The dragon.

That thought lingered. It didn’t make sense, but what other explanation was there for what he had felt—and the power that seemed to bloom just at the edge of his awareness?

Callen lay motionless on the cold stone floor of his cell, taking stock of injuries in the way his Black Veil training had ingrained. Cracked ribs. A fractured wrist. Burns across his chest where Krell’s blue-tipped rod had made contact. Countless lacerations, including the Black Veil insignia carved into his forearm. Worse than most of his fights.

He opened his eyes to the familiar dim light of his cell, then closed them again, focusing on that strange awareness. It wasn’t like before—not the precise, controlled drift sensation he’d honed through years of Black Veil training, nor the overwhelming power he’d channeled through the shell fragment. This was something else.

Cautiously, Callen extended his awareness beyond his own body, feeling for the patterns of energy around him. The stone walls pulsed with deep, slow vibrations. The metal door resonated with a higher frequency that seemed to shimmer in his perception. And beyond them...

A sudden flash—bright, intense, familiar—seared through his consciousness.

Nora.

The connection lasted only seconds, but in that brief moment, Callen sensed more than he had during his previous attempts. She was three levels above him, in a chamber with thick walls. Unlike him, she wasn’t physically restrained—merely confined. And she was… waiting.

Not broken. Not defeated. But patiently waiting, just as he’d taught her during their quiet lessons in Emberdale.

When trapped, conserve your strength. Watch for patterns. Find the weakness.

The connection snapped as quickly as it had formed, but Callen held on to the image it had provided. Nora was alive. She was whole. And more importantly, she was resisting in her own way.

Pride flared in his chest, momentarily eclipsing the constant pain.

Finch’s words returned to him, spoken in the candlelit tower room during one of their training sessions. “The fragment is merely a catalyst,” the scholar had insisted. “I suspect that your bloodline carries dragon traces—diluted by generations, but present nonetheless. The fragment resonates with those traces, awakening what was always there. Perhaps like the ancients who knew the beasts. Perhaps something else. Regardless, the power is yours.”

At the time, Callen had dismissed it as scholarly speculation. He could use the drift, but something tied to dragons seemed impossible. But now, lying broken on a cell floor with the fragment nowhere near him, he couldn’t deny that there might be something more to Finch’s words.

And there was that sense he’d felt. That depth. It was real.

If only he could control it.

Footsteps approached his cell—the measured tread of guards coming to collect him for another session. Callen kept his eyes closed, feigning unconsciousness while he tested his abilities. If he had the drift, could he affect the metal restraints they would use?

The cell door opened. Two guards entered, their drift signatures muted.

“Still alive,” one observed, nudging Callen with his boot. “Get him up.”

They hauled him to his feet, securing his wrists with the familiar heavy manacles. Callen allowed his body to hang limply between them, conserving strength while maintaining the appearance of a man nearly broken. As they dragged him through the corridors, he focused on memorizing the patterns—the turns, the doors, the guards posted at key junctions. The drift sense made this easier, providing awareness beyond what his eyes could see.

The torture chamber awaited, its instruments gleaming beneath harsh light. Today, neither Krell nor the woman was present. Instead, a thin man with spectacles and controlled movements stood ready. “Secure him,” the man instructed the guards, not bothering to look at Callen directly.

As they strapped him to the familiar platform, Callen focused the drift on the metal restraints, feeling for weaknesses, stress points, anything he might exploit. There—a slight imperfection in the left wrist restraint. He wasn’t strong enough to break out of it. Not yet. Still, he stored the knowledge away.

“Stark wants to try something different today,” the thin man said, preparing something at a nearby table. “He believes your resistance is useful.”

Two guards stepped forward, one seizing Callen’s jaw while the other pinched his nose closed. When he was finally forced to open his mouth for air, the thin man poured the liquid down his throat. It burned like molten metal, seeming to sear everything from within as it spread through his body. His back arched against the restraints, a strangled scream tearing from his raw throat as the liquid traced fiery paths through every vein.

This was different from Krell’s methodical torment. The pain was complete, absolute, reaching into every cell of his body. His vision whitened, then darkened at the edges. The room began to blur, reality itself seeming to warp around him.

Strangely, amid this horrible agony, Callen found clarity.

The drift sense exploded from him. It was no longer limited to the immediate surroundings. In a heartbeat, he perceived the entire facility—every room, every corridor, every person within its walls. Each one appeared to him as a distinct pattern of energy, some brighter than others, some distorted by what he now recognized as fear or malice or indifference.

It was brief. No more than a moment. But it was enough.

Another wave of pain shattered the connection, dragging Callen back to the torture chamber. The thin man was watching him, making notes on a slate.

“Most subjects lose consciousness at this stage. Yet you seem elsewhere.” He set down his slate, approaching to check Callen’s vital signs. “Stark said you might respond differently. That I should push you harder if you did.”

Callen focused through the pain, turning his attention to the restraints. The metal now felt different under the drift sense—more responsive, almost alive to his perception. He pushed against it, not with physical strength but with the energy flowing through him.

The restraint on his left wrist vibrated subtly.

“Perhaps a little more is needed.”

Callen barely heard him. The restraint around his left wrist had begun to sing to him—a low, metallic hum that only he could hear. Not enough to break it—not yet—but his abilities were awakening.

Another wave of pain swept through him, this one carrying strange visions—flickers of places he’d never seen, faces he didn’t recognize. A vast chamber filled with fragments of shells arranged on shelves. Stark standing before them, hand outstretched toward something Callen couldn’t quite perceive.

Then darkness, blessed darkness.
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Callen awoke in his cell again, unsure how much time had passed. His body ached in new ways, but his mind felt clearer than it had before. The pain he’d been feeling was more distant than expected. Not only the ribs, but his wrist as well. The pain remained but seemed somehow distant, less immediate.

The drift sense had changed again—stronger now, more consistently available than the brief flashes. He could feel the entire cell without moving, could sense the guard stationed outside his door, could even detect the faint vibrations of other prisoners in nearby cells.

Focusing his awareness, Callen sought that connection to Nora again. It came more easily this time—not a blinding flash but a steady illumination. She was awake, sitting cross-legged on her bed, eyes closed in what appeared to be meditation.

Smart girl. She was hiding her abilities, just as he’d always taught her to do in Emberdale.

The connection strengthened, allowing Callen to sense more details. Two guards stationed outside her door—one sitting, one standing. Beyond them, more guards patrolled.

As his awareness deepened, Callen felt a change in Nora’s energy.

Her drift pattern shifted subtly. He sensed her sudden alertness—she had detected something. Her head tilted slightly, as if listening for a sound just beyond hearing.

Callen’s heart raced. The connection was stronger than he’d thought possible—not communication, but something deeper. Something beyond words that linked them despite Stark’s best efforts to isolate them both.

The connection faded as footsteps approached her door. Callen withdrew his awareness, not wanting to alert whoever was checking on her that anything unusual was occurring. And he didn’t need Stark to know he’d reached the drift despite all that had been done to him.

I won’t fail her again.

Callen turned his attention to the cell. The door was solid metal, the walls were seamless stone, offering no weakness, but the restraints they used to transport him—those he had begun to understand.

For what might have been hours, Callen practiced with the drift abilities, testing their limits, thinking of when he’d done it with Finch. The emotion was the key, and detecting Nora made it so that he had emotion.

Still, the connection to Nora came and went, but each time it returned, it did so stronger, more defined.

During one such connection, he felt a familiar presence near Nora’s cell. Krell stood outside her door. He lingered for a while—far too long for Callen’s liking.

I can’t do anything for her.

Not here. Not like this.

But if the drift sense awakened, then he could. If he could reach that deeper connection, even if it meant connecting to an impossibility, he would. If it took everything that he was, then the sacrifice was worth it.

He just needed to reach her before Krell returned.
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They came for him again, as he knew they would. Different guards this time, but the same routine—manacles, the long walk, the torture chamber.

The woman awaited him, her cold eyes assessing the changes in his condition.

“You’re stronger today,” she said as the guards secured him to the platform. “I think that means we’ve been too easy on you. I won’t make that mistake again.”

Callen said nothing, conserving energy while focusing on the restraints securing his wrists. The imperfection he’d detected earlier had grown more pronounced with each application of his abilities. Just a little more pressure on it, and he thought it could snap. Or perhaps he could heat it. There were different ways of using the drift, but he hadn’t had the time to master them before ending up here.

“We’ll try something new today,” the woman said. “Stark believes we’re getting closer to triggering the response he wants.” She turned, a thin metal wand in hand. “This will help. Me. Not you.”

When the wand touched Callen’s chest, pain erupted through him—but different this time. Instead of overwhelming him, it seemed to flow through and then past him. He couldn’t stop it entirely, but he could direct it, channel it away from his consciousness.

The woman frowned, leaning closer to study his face. “You’re resisting,” she said, her voice hardening. “After what I’ve seen, I’m surprised that you would. Let’s see how much you can endure before you break.”

The pain intensified, becoming a white-hot river of agony that threatened to consume everything. But Callen’s new awareness allowed him to ride it rather than resist it. Each wave that crashed through him fed the drift abilities, strengthening rather than diminishing them. It was as if something pushed through him the way it once had pushed through the fragment. The metal restraint on his left wrist now vibrated visibly, singing its metallic song.

“Perhaps I’ve been too kind with you,” the woman said, sounding almost impressed. She pressed the wand harder against his chest. “I will see that you⁠—”

She never finished the sentence.

The restraint on Callen’s left wrist shattered with a sharp crack, fragments of metal spraying across the room. Before she could react, his freed hand grabbed her throat, fingers finding pressure points with practiced precision. Her eyes widened as her body went limp.

Callen worked quickly. Using his free hand, he manipulated the remaining restraints, the drift abilities making the metal respond and softening, the heat overwhelming them. One by one, they released their hold.

He slid from the platform, legs shaky but supporting his weight. The guards would return soon to collect him. The woman’s unconscious form lay crumpled where he’d dropped her. Callen searched her, finding a key ring and, more valuably, the thin metal wand she’d used for his torture.

Callen searched the room for anything he could use as a weapon. On the table of torture implements, he found what he needed—a set of thin blades. He selected three with different lengths, testing their balance. Good enough for throwing or close work.

Behind the table stood a cabinet filled with other tools. He grabbed a curved knife with a serrated edge, its handle worn smooth from use. Next to it lay several metal stars with sharpened edges. He pocketed four of these. Finally he found something unexpected—a thin metal chain with hooked ends. He wrapped it around his wrist, securing it with a twist.

Weapons. Not ideal, but better than nothing.

Just as he turned toward the door, it swung open and a guard entered.

Callen moved without hesitation. He flicked one of the blades toward the man, catching him in the chest.

He paused only long enough to ensure the man was unconscious, not dead. For all the Black Veil’s training still lingering in his muscle memory, he found himself reluctant to kill unnecessarily. The blacksmith of Emberdale, the man he’d become with Nora and Amara, remained, tempering his Black Veil instincts.

He dragged both unconscious figures to the platform, securing them with the remaining restraints. It wouldn’t hold them forever, but it would buy him time.

At the doorway, Callen paused, extending the drift sense to map the corridor beyond. Two more guards at the far end, not yet aware anything was amiss. Between them and himself, a series of locked doors leading to other chambers—some empty, some containing prisoners whose drift signatures flickered weakly like dying embers.

And above it all, Nora’s presence—her real presence this time—and with only stone and metal between them.

He would get to her. Do anything it took to save her.

And Krell and Stark would not stand in his way.


Chapter Twenty-Seven


THE RESCUE


The corridor stretched before Callen, ancient stonework glimmering in the dim light of lanterns set in iron brackets. He stretched the drift outward, mapping the pathways he needed. The stone walls themselves seemed to whisper to him now, vibrating with information he could read like a map.

Three levels up. That’s where Nora waited.

Callen moved with measured steps despite the urgency burning within him. A Black Veil never rushed blindly; patience often meant survival. And right now, Nora needed the Black Veil. She needed Nightshade.

He extended his awareness around the next corner, detecting two guards stationed before a door reinforced with iron bands. He weighed his options. The thin metal stars would be silent but required precise aim. The throwing knife would be more lethal but noisier if it struck stone.

His hand settled on the chain wrapped around his wrist—quiet, efficient, and if wielded correctly, nonlethal.

Callen stepped into the corridor. The first guard barely had time to register him before the chain whipped outward, wrapping around his wrist. Callen yanked hard, pulling the man off-balance and directly into his waiting fist, knocking him unconscious.

The second guard reached for his weapon. Callen directed his awareness of the drift into the metal components of the man’s sword, heating them. The guard dropped the weapon as the hilt burned his palm. Before he could recover, Callen closed the distance between them, driving his elbow into the man’s temple.

Both guards collapsed without raising an alarm.

Callen retrieved the chain, wrapping it once more around his wrist as he knelt to search the fallen men. Keys. A crude map. Weapons that were surprisingly inferior to what he carried.

Using the guards’ keys, he unlocked the door. Beyond stretched a spiraling staircase leading upward, worn stone steps disappearing into shadow.

Callen took the stairs two at a time, his body responding better than expected. The injuries remained, but something about his awakened drift abilities seemed to dull the pain, allowing him to move without the same restriction he’d had before. Callen had no idea how long it would last, but he would take what he could for now.

At the landing of the second level, a patrol of three guards rounded the corner unexpectedly.

No time for subtlety.

Callen launched one of the metal stars, catching the lead guard in the shoulder. The man cried out, alerting his companions, but their response came too slowly. Callen was already on them, the curved knife finding the thigh of one man, underneath the arm of another. One guard managed to land a glancing blow across Callen’s ribs, tearing open a partially healed wound from his torture sessions. Pain flared, but he forced himself to ignore it.

Within moments, the guards were down. Tshe drift sense detected movement several corridors away—more guards responding. He needed to move quickly now.

He continued up the staircase to the third level.

A narrow corridor branched left and right. Callen’s sense pointed him left, toward Nora’s presence, which was strongest in his awareness. He moved cautiously, extending his senses ahead to detect threats.

Three guards waited at an intersection. Callen assessed his options. A direct confrontation would drain precious time and energy. He needed another approach.

The sense of the drift filled him, along with awareness. The ceiling above the guards consisted of ancient stone panels supported by wooden beams that had begun to rot with age and damp. It felt as if the drift expanded from him, moving upward of its own accord, probing for structural weaknesses. There—where moisture had penetrated the mortar, he noticed hairline fractures throughout the stone.

He concentrated and power surged through him, amplifying the natural energies until the stone began to vibrate subtly. At first, nothing visible happened. Then, almost imperceptibly, dust began to fall from the ceiling.

The guards glanced upward. One of them shouted a warning, but it came too late. With a final push of the drift energy filling him, this time pushing it on his own, the ceiling collapsed, dropping stone and timber directly onto the soldiers.

One figure—a man wearing the distinctive rank insignia of the Black Veil—managed to dive clear, but the guards were buried beneath the rubble. The Black Veil rose and turned, drawing twin blades from his belt, the black metal gleaming in the dim light. His stance shifted into a fighting stance, eyes narrowing as he assessed Callen.

Callen didn’t give him much time. Nora needed him.

They clashed in a blur of movement, blades ringing against each other in the confined space. The Black Veil was fast, his technique refined but lacking the improvisational aspect that came with years in the field.

Callen parried a thrust aimed at his throat.

He countered with a kick that the Black Veil barely avoided.

They separated, both reassessing, blood trickling from a cut above the man’s eye.

Callen didn’t pause to rest. The drift sense warned of more guards coming. Time was running out. Nightshade would have stayed and killed.

But Callen ran.

Nora’s presence grew stronger with each step, almost pulling him now.

Three more guards appeared at a junction ahead. Callen didn’t slow. He launched two of his remaining metal stars in quick succession. As the first guard fell, Callen was already past him, driving his fist into the second man’s throat. The third guard managed to slash his sword in a wild arc that caught Callen’s upper arm, opening a fresh wound.

New pain flared but Callen ignored it, shifting his focus to the drift around the man. The guard’s metal breastplate constricted as Callen focused the power of the drift into it, compressing the material until the man couldn’t breathe.

He collapsed, gasping, as Callen continued forward.

Blood ran freely down his arm. Nora was close now.

He rounded a final corner and froze. Before him stretched a short corridor ending in a heavy iron-bound door that stood apart from others in the facility. Unlike the simple wooden doors reinforced with metal bands that he’d encountered, this one was inlaid with thin sheets of metal inscribed with symbols. The door wasn’t particularly imposing in size, but it radiated strange energies that disrupted the drift sense, creating a hazy interference that made it difficult to perceive what lay beyond.

Stark’s work again. The commander had designed this barrier specifically to contain the drift abilities—or to prevent them from reaching inside.

Two guards stood before the door, weapons ready. Behind them waited a Black Veil operative Callen didn’t recognize—a young man wearing distinctive armor that marked elite status.

“Stand down, Nightshade,” the Black Veil called. “Commander Stark wants you alive, but he didn’t specify what condition you need to be in.”

Callen assessed the situation. Two guards, one Black Veil. The corridor offered no cover, no alternate approach. A direct confrontation was inevitable.

Nora was close. He could feel it—feel her.

That emotional connection surged, power flowing through him.

The two guards shifted their stance. The Black Veil’s eyes narrowed, hand moving to a weapon at his belt—not a blade, but something that resembled the blue-tipped rod Krell had used during interrogation.

I have to get to Nora.

With the thought, power surged in him again. Callen strained to control it and pushed the drift in as controlled a wave as he could. Still, the stone floor beneath the guards’ feet shifted. They stumbled forward, one of them nearly dropping his weapon as he fought to stay upright.

Callen was upon them before they could recover.

The first guard fell to a strike at his temple. The second managed to slash at Callen with his short sword, but the blade met only empty air as Callen twisted aside, using the man’s momentum to throw him into the wall. The impact knocked the breath from his lungs, and a precisely placed kick to his knee dropped him howling to the ground.

The Black Veil stepped forward, the strange rod held casually.

“Heard you were the commander’s best student once.”

Callen didn’t respond. His focus had narrowed to the rod. He had no idea what it was for but knew it meant nothing good.

They circled each other in the narrow space for only a moment.

The Black Veil moved first, feinting to the left before striking from the right. Callen blocked, careful to avoid direct contact with the rod. He countered with a series of rapid strikes, testing the operative’s defenses.

The Black Veil was skilled—not at Callen’s level, but formidable nonetheless.

Callen broke pattern, flicking out with a quick strike, followed by a kick toward his legs. The unexpected movements created a gap, allowing him to drive his elbow into the operative’s ribs.

The man grunted but maintained his guard, sweeping the rod toward Callen’s exposed side.

Instead of dodging, he directed his awareness into the weapon. With so much of the power of the drift filling him now, he could detect so much more than before.

And he could control more as well.

The rod shuddered in the Black Veil’s grasp, its blue tip flickering erratically. Before the operative could react, the weapon cracked along its length.

Callen drove his fist upward, connecting with the man’s jaw, then followed with two quick strikes to either thigh, then one in each shoulder for good measure.

He paused, grabbing the Black Veil’s sheathed sword.

Holding a familiar weapon again was a reminder of what he’d been, what he’d given up, and what he’d gained. It wasn’t his—a blade he’d forged might have worked better—but it was familiar.

Callen stepped past the fallen figures, approaching the door that separated him from Nora. He placed his palm against it, extending his awareness into the material. The door resisted, its structure specifically designed to block the drift abilities.

“Nora?” Callen said, pressing his ear to the door.

For a moment, silence. Then, faintly, “Papa? Is that you?”

Her voice shot through him, igniting something protective. The drift within him surged in response, power building uncontrollably as if it wanted release.

“I’m here,” he said. “Move away from the door. I’m going to get you out.”

He could feel her moving within the chamber, withdrawing to the far wall.

Callen focused on the door, seeking weaknesses. The metal was layered in strange patterns, each designed to disrupt the drift abilities, but no barrier was perfect. There, at the edges where the door met the frame, small imperfections existed—places where the metals had been joined, where different materials met. Could he control it enough to get her out? So far, it had seemed as if something else—the dragon, he had to admit—were controlling that power.

“Stark built this door specially for you,” a voice behind him said.

Callen didn’t need to turn to recognize the speaker. He felt Krell’s signature and shouldn’t have been surprised.

“He knew you’d come for the child,” Krell said, his voice coming closer. “Said your connection to her would drive you. Seems he was right.”

Callen maintained his focus on the door, fingers pressed against the door as he continued to search for weaknesses. “Walk away, Krell.”

A laugh answered him—cold, almost appreciative. “You know I can’t do that. Besides, I’ve been looking forward to finishing what we started.”

Callen detected the slight shift in air pressure that signaled an attack. He spun, barely avoiding the thrown blade that would have struck between his shoulder blades. Krell stood ten paces away, another knife already balanced in his hand.

“I’ve been waiting for this,” Krell said. “No restraints, no orders to keep you alive. Just you and me, the way it should have been in that forest.”

“Let the girl go,” Callen said, shifting to place himself between Krell and the door.

“It’s not that simple,” Krell replied, closing the distance between them with measured steps. “Stark has plans for both of you.” The blade in Krell’s hand glinted as he adjusted his grip. “I’ve always wondered which of us was truly better. Today we find out.”

Callen knew with cold certainty that this confrontation had been inevitable from the moment he’d walked away from the Black Veil. Krell had always measured himself against Callen’s skills, had always resented the commander’s favor toward him.

Callen’s drift sense mapped the narrow corridor. Behind him, he felt Nora’s presence, the child awaiting rescue. Before him stood Krell, whose elimination had become necessary for her safety.

The blacksmith of Emberdale would have hesitated. The Black Veil he’d once been wouldn’t have. What he had become—something between the two—made his choice with clear purpose.

For Nora, he would become death again.

With the thought, power surged from someplace deep within him.

The first exchange came with speed—blades meeting in the confined space. They separated, circled, clashed again. Krell’s technique had always emphasized aggression over defense, overwhelming opponents with relentless attacks and strength.

Callen countered with controlled movement, looking for openings. Blood from his earlier wounds made his grip slippery, but he compensated with adjusted pressure, never allowing his blade to waver.

But he was injured. The torment had taken much out of him.

Worse, he was out of practice.

“You’ve slowed,” Krell taunted, slashing a line across Callen’s forearm.

Callen didn’t respond. Words were distraction, and he needed every fraction of his concentration. His drift sense extended to the blade in Krell’s hand, feeling its balance, its weight, the subtle vibrations of metal meeting metal.

He focused his awareness into the metal of Krell’s blade, attempting to heat it as he had done with other weapons. The drift flowed from him, reaching for the familiar patterns of steel and iron—but met unexpected resistance. The blade remained cool.

Krell’s smile widened. “Stark prepared me for your tricks,” Krell said. “This steel is specially forged to resist the drift manipulation.”

Callen shifted tactics, pushing his awareness deeper into the metal’s structure, searching for weaknesses, imperfections, anything he could exploit. There was something different about the blade—layers of different metals folded together in patterns that disrupted and scattered the drift attempts. Every time his awareness seemed to find purchase, the energy would slip away, redirected through the blade’s carefully forged structure. Even the extra power in him didn’t know how to work past it.

Krell pressed the attack, forcing Callen to focus on defense rather than the drift manipulation. A quick slash came dangerously close to Callen’s throat, followed by a thrust that would have pierced his side if not for a desperate parry. The blade sang strangely as it cut through the air—not the clean notes of ordinary steel.

They separated again, both bleeding from minor wounds, neither gaining decisive advantage. Krell’s expression had shifted, his confidence faltering.

If only he knew how little Callen had left.

“The child asked about you,” Krell said. “During the examinations. Called for Papa between screams.”

The words were calculated to break Callen’s concentration, to make him reckless.

Instead, it did something different. The drift surged, connecting him more deeply to Nora behind the door. Flooding him.

He could feel her fear, yes, but also her determination, her hope, her trust in him. She had not broken.

Neither will I.

Callen launched a series of attacks that drove Krell backward. Krell adapted quickly, countering with increased aggression of his own. Their blades met, the impact jarring up Callen’s injured arm.

For several heartbeats, they were locked together, neither yielding ground. Krell’s face was inches from Callen’s, his breath coming in controlled bursts that betrayed nothing of his exertion.

“You should have stayed gone,” Krell growled. “Found some quiet corner to play blacksmith until you died of old age.”

“And leave her to you?” Callen replied, voice steady despite the strain.

Something shifted in Krell’s expression, the slight tug of a smile at his lips—a fighting tell he should have remembered and that Callen recognized too late.

Krell suddenly broke contact, spinning away.

As Callen adjusted to maintain balance, Krell’s boot connected with his injured ribs, driving the breath from his lungs and sending him stumbling backward.

Callen’s shoulder struck the door behind him, sending fresh waves of pain through him. Krell swept his blade violently, rapidly, forcing Callen to defend from an awkward position.

A blade found its way past Callen’s guard, slicing a deep furrow across his thigh. Another opened a cut along his shoulder. A third deflected against his forearm, carving a shallow groove through muscle.

Blood flowed freely now, weakening him with each passing moment.

Krell sensed it, his attacks becoming more calculated, targeting already injured areas. Callen felt his reactions slowing as blood loss took its toll. Behind him, he sensed Nora.

Was that her fear?

For Nora.

It felt weak, as if he couldn’t actually claim to do this for her. But still, he would fight for her.

And die.

Something responded within him. The drift surged, that deep, strange power overwhelming him. Filling him again.

He struck with the last of his strength. Blade singing through the air. Krell parried, but the force behind the blow drove him back a step. Another strike followed, then another. Callen’s movements were drawn by the drift, not just his strength, and not even fully under his control.

Krell’s counterattacks met nothing but empty air as Callen anticipated each move before it came.

“Never understood why you left it all for them,” Krell said, blood seeping from a cut above his eye. “All to die like this?”

“Some things are worth dying for.”

He pressed forward, driving Krell back step by step down the corridor. The drift flowing through him filled everything he did. Showing him what Krell would do.

Krell feinted high before driving low with a thrust aimed at Callen’s abdomen.

Instead of evading, Callen met the attack directly, his blade catching Krell’s. Callen felt the surging sense of the drift through his weapon, heating it until the edge glowed faintly orange.

Krell’s blade shattered. Before he could recover, Callen’s follow-through slashed across his chest, opening a long wound.

For the first time, real fear flashed across Krell’s face. He stumbled backward, reaching for another weapon at his belt.

Too slow.

Callen’s next strike caught him across the forearm, nearly cutting it off, and sending the half-drawn blade clattering to the floor.

Krell fell to one knee, clutching his useless arm. Blood soaked the front of his uniform, his breathing ragged as he looked up at Callen with a mixture of hatred and disbelief.

“Finish it,” he spat. “That’s what we were trained for.”

Callen stood over him, blade poised for the killing stroke. Everything he’d been taught urged him to end the threat permanently. Krell would never stop hunting them, never stop serving Stark’s agenda.

“Papa?”

He heard Nora’s soft voice, and it splintered his plan to kill Krell.

He swung the blade, catching Krell on the temple, before racing back to the door keeping Nora from him.

“Stand back,” he called to her, placing both palms against the metal surface.

This time, instead of fighting his drift sense, that powerful flow of energy, he worked with it—now feeling the metal, finding the patterns woven into its structure. The symbols etched into its surface began to glow softly as the drift interacted with their purpose.

At first, nothing happened. Then, almost imperceptibly, the symbols etched into the door’s surface began to dim. The door’s resistance weakened. With a final surge of the drift, Callen pushed his awareness into the last barrier. The door swung open.

Nora stood in the room. Thin and paler than he remembered, but alive. Waiting for him.

“Papa,” she whispered, and the single word contained everything—relief, joy, the simple faith that he would come for her.

Callen stepped forward, arms outstretched to gather her close, to fulfill the promise he had made to protect her no matter what.

The blow came from behind, a sharp, stunning impact at the base of his skull.

Vision blurring, Callen stumbled forward.

And Nora’s expression shifted from joy to horror, her mouth opening in a silent scream as Krell moved into the doorway behind him.


Chapter Twenty-Eight


A WAY OUT


Callen staggered forward, the blow to the back of his head sending pain crashing through his skull. His vision swam, the world before him blurring and doubling as he fought to remain conscious. Blood trickled down his neck, joining the other wounds already marking his body.

Through the haze of pain, he focused on Nora.

She stood just inside the cell. “Papa!” she screamed, the warning coming too late.

“You should have killed me when you had the chance,” Krell growled, blood streaming from the wound on his temple, his arm hanging uselessly at his side. Yet somehow he had managed to retrieve a blade—smaller than his previous weapon but no less deadly in his remaining good hand.

Callen tried to steady himself, his feet sliding in the blood that had pooled beneath them—his own and Krell’s. The sword in his hand felt impossibly heavy, his injured muscles trembling with the effort of holding it aloft.

“Stay back, Nora,” Callen said, the words thick in his mouth.

Krell smiled, blood coating his teeth making the expression grotesque. “Protecting others.” He advanced, looking stronger than Callen felt. “Your weakness, Nightshade. Always was.”

Callen forced himself to straighten, ignoring the stabbing pain in his ribs, the burning in his lacerated thigh. He had come too far to fail now. Not with Nora watching, not with her freedom within reach.

Krell lunged, the blade cutting toward him.

Callen blocked, but barely, the blow sending shocks of pain up his injured arm. He stumbled back, nearly losing his footing.

Krell pressed his advantage with another strike that Callen only partially deflected, the edge opening a fresh cut along his forearm.

The Black Veil techniques that had once been almost instinctive now required conscious effort, his body responding a heartbeat too slowly. Blood loss and days of torture had taken their toll. At his best, Krell would not have been his equal. But it had been a long time since he’d been at his best. A long time since he’d been Nightshade.

Krell kicked.

Callen tried spinning out of the way, only to catch an elbow in the temple. He stumbled back, holding up the sword. Krell looked at it dismissively.

Nora had pressed herself against the far wall of her cell. Seeing her sent a surge through him. He’d done all this not for an assignment, not to take a life. But to save one.

That thought stirred the drift in him.

A fluttering of strength returned. Not enough, but more than he’d had.

For Nora.

That had been his purpose. That was why he could be Nightshade.

Krell attacked again, but the drift surged and Callen sensed the strike.

He sidestepped, the blade sliding past.

Another attack, another surge of the drift awareness. Callen avoided the attack.

Krell stepped back, confusion flickering momentarily in his gaze.

Callen didn’t give him time to understand. He could avoid the man’s blows, but his strength wasn’t there for much else. To save Nora, he would have to try something else.

He dropped his sword and lunged forward, reaching with both hands for Krell. With his palms pressed against Krell’s chest, the drift surged through him, uncontrolled. For a moment, he felt the other that he’d been feeling. Callen’s awareness expanded, penetrating beyond flesh to the beat of Krell’s heart, the flow of blood through veins, his bones.

And then, the drift surged and with a blast of power, disrupted all of that.

Krell’s eyes widened in sudden terror. His mouth opened, but no sound emerged. The blade fell from his fingers as his body convulsed. His heartbeat faltered, stuttered, as Callen’s drift interfered with its rhythm.

“And your weakness was thinking you could ever beat me,” he said.

“Nightshade,” Krell said, though Callen wasn’t sure if it was an insult, a plea for mercy, or something else.

Krell’s body jerked one final time before he collapsed.

Callen stumbled back, the effort of what he’d done taking almost all of his remaining strength. He turned toward Nora, extending a hand.

“It’s time to go home, little spark.”

Nora rushed forward, wrapping her arms around him. Callen winced as she pressed against his wounds, but he made no move to loosen her grip. For a moment, he simply held her, feeling her trembling against him, her small body real and solid in his arms.

“I knew you’d come,” she whispered. “I told them you would.”

Callen stroked her hair, fighting the emotion that threatened to overwhelm him. “I will always come for you.” He gently disengaged from her embrace, kneeling to meet her eyes despite the pain that flared in him. “But we’re not safe yet. Can you be brave a little longer?”

Nora nodded, wiping away tears with the back of her hand. Her expression shifted, determination replacing fear. “I can be brave. I practiced, like you taught me.”

“Good girl.” Callen stood unsteadily, retrieving the sword. “Stay close to me. Do exactly as I say, when I say it.”

Nora slipped her small hand into his. “Like our drills at home.”

Home. The word a reminder of all they had lost, all they might still find if they survived.

“Just like our drills,” he said. “Remember what I taught you about moving quietly?”

“Heel first, then roll to toe,” she recited. “Feel the ground before committing your weight.”

“That’s right.”

They moved carefully into the corridor, stepping over Krell’s body. Callen’s drift sense extended ahead, mapping their surroundings. Using it like that didn’t take much strength, but even that little effort strained him. The guards remained unconscious but he detected movement below.

“This way,” he whispered, guiding Nora toward the stairwell. “We need to reach the lower levels. We can find the way out from there.”

The drift wasn’t clear enough for him to detect the way out. Not now. But he still had the flashes of memory that had come to him when he’d been tormented. He’d seen the layout. Now to use that memory.

They descended the stairs slowly. His injuries made the going difficult, movement reopening wounds. Blood loss made him lightheaded, but the drift provided a clarity that compensated for his physical weakness in a way it never had before. Maybe because he wasn’t fighting it. Callen didn’t know. He didn’t know if it mattered, either.

At the landing on the second level, Callen pulled Nora into the shadow of a recessed doorway. A moment later, booted feet pounded up the stairwell—four guards rushing toward the upper level.

They held still as the guards passed, Nora’s breathing steady and controlled just as he’d taught her during their games of stealth in Emberdale. When the footsteps faded, they continued their descent.

“You’re hurt,” Nora said.

“I’ll be fine,” Callen said. “Just need to get us out of here first. Then your mother will get me taken care of.”

They reached a lower level. Were they far enough to find their way out? He’d only seen it in flashes, but he knew the corridors branched in multiple directions. Callen paused, extending the drift awareness to search for the safest path. The effort sent pain lancing through his skull, but he pushed through it, mapping what he could of their surroundings.

“This way,” he said, gesturing toward a narrow passageway to their left. “Stay close.”

As they moved, Callen found himself wondering about the other prisoners he’d sensed during his captivity.

“Nora,” he asked quietly as they pressed themselves against a wall to avoid a passing guard, “did you see any other children while you were here? Or other prisoners?”

Nora’s eyes dropped to the floor. “There were others. I heard them sometimes. Crying.” She glanced up at him, then away again. “The bad man—the one who was trying to hurt you—he talked about taking care of them yesterday. He was smiling when he said it.”

A cold weight settled in Callen’s stomach. They were probably dead.

Not us. Not Nora.

Still, Callen couldn’t help but feel like he’d failed a little.

They continued down the corridor, Callen’s drift sense guiding them. Twice they had to hide in side passages as guards rushed past. Once, Callen was forced to dispatch a lone guard who stumbled upon them, his hand clamping over the man’s mouth as he rendered him unconscious rather than dead.

Nora watched, saying nothing.

“Wait,” Callen said, raising his hand as they approached an intersection. The drift sense had detected a patrol of guards blocking their path. Too many to fight in his weakened state, especially with Nora to protect.

“What do we do?” Nora asked.

Callen looked for an alternate route. The corridor behind them remained clear for now, but the drift detected more guards approaching from that direction as well. They were being boxed in.

“We need a distraction,” he said, thinking quickly. There were ways he’d used the drift for distraction, but that had been when he’d been uninjured. That was when he thought he could control it. Now… Now he doubted he’d have the control. He’d be more likely to hurt her.

“I can help.” She held out her palm, brow furrowing. For several seconds, nothing happened. Then a small spark appeared above her skin, flickering uncertainly before strengthening into a tiny flame the size of a candle’s light.

“Nora?”

“I’ve been practicing,” she said, the flame wavering. “In my cell. When no one was watching. It’s not much, but I can throw it away from me. We can use that.”

Callen looked at the tiny flame, then at the determination in her eyes. His chest tightened with a mixture of pride and sadness—pride at her courage, sadness that she’d been forced to develop such control through fear and isolation.

“It’s perfect,” he said. “Can you make it a little bigger?”

Nora nodded, concentrating harder. The flame grew, expanding to the size of a small torch, casting dancing shadows on the walls around them. Sweat beaded on her forehead, but her expression remained focused.

“When I say now, throw it at that pile of crates,” Callen instructed, pointing to a stack of wooden boxes stored against the far wall, beyond the guards’ position.

Nora nodded.

Callen listened carefully, timing the guards’ pattern. When they were at the farthest point in their route, he nodded. With a quick, sharp motion, Nora flung her hand forward.

The flame arced through the air, wobbling slightly before landing on the crates. For a moment, nothing happened beyond a small curl of smoke. Then the dried wood caught and fire began to spread.

Shouts of alarm rang out as the guards noticed the blaze and rushed toward it.

“Run,” Callen said, pulling Nora into the cleared corridor.

They hurried past the distracted guards, ducking into a side passage before they could be spotted.

“Did I do good?” Nora asked as they ran.

“Perfect,” Callen said. “Just like we practiced with the forge.”

They moved through the corridors cautiously, Callen guiding them toward what he believed would take them to the main exit. The drift sense flickered erratically—moments of clarity followed by voids where his awareness should have been. Each time it happened, a cold sweat broke out across his skin.

“There should be a stairwell here,” he muttered, finding only a blank wall where his senses had indicated an opening. “This isn’t right.”

“What’s wrong, Papa?” Nora asked, her small fingers tightening around his.

“The layout keeps changing.” He pressed his palm against the wall, concentrating. The drift penetrated the stone, revealing not a passage but a solid mass extending several feet in all directions. “It’s as if the manor itself is shifting, or…” He looked up, thinking. “Or someone’s manipulating what I detect.”

Stark.

“We need to try another way,” he said, turning back.

They found a stairwell two corridors over, descending to the floor below. Each step sent fresh pain through Callen’s injuries, but he forced himself onward, one hand braced against the wall for support, the other firmly holding Nora’s.

The lower level appeared older, with vaulted ceilings and stone floors worn smooth by centuries of use. Sturmov Manor had been built atop ancient foundations—that much Callen knew from his Black Veil briefings. But something about these passages felt wrong.

“Not this way,” he said.

Nora remained quiet, but her presence pushed him.

They tried another staircase, descending deeper. Callen’s drift sense detected something distant but moving—a presence that felt familiar. He couldn’t pinpoint its location, only that it seemed to be drawing closer.

“Stay close,” he whispered to Nora. “There’s something here, but I’m not sure it’s the way out.”

Another trap?

As much as it pained him, it could be.

Stark would have anticipated his escape attempt, might even have manipulated his newly awakened abilities to lead him precisely where he wanted him. Not just trying to make it difficult to escape, but to pull him to him again, using his superior control over the drift.

At the next landing, everything was different.

They stood in front of what appeared to be a formal hall—a palace corridor with high, vaulted ceilings and polished marble floors that gleamed in the light of crystal chandeliers.

Callen scanned the hall, his drift sense detecting no immediate threats—no guards, no patrols, no security measures. The space stood completely empty.

Sturmov Manor.

They had been in the facility next to it. Or underneath it.

Now they were out of it?

Where was everyone?

Portraits lined the walls and gold-framed mirrors reflected his ragged, bloodstained appearance.

“We’re getting close now. Stay by me.”

They reached a massive staircase that descended into a vast rotunda. Chandeliers larger than any he’d ever seen hung from a domed ceiling painted with scenes of battle and conquest. A mosaic floor depicted the Sturmov emblem—a mountain peak wreathed in flame.

They hurried down, reaching a set of massive double doors at the far side. The doors stood three times the height of a man, carved from dark wood and inlaid with metal. He tried using the drift, but it faltered on him again.

This had to be the main entrance. They had to get out.

Their footsteps echoed too loudly on the floor. As they approached the doors, Callen’s weak drift sense detected something beyond—energy unlike anything he’d encountered before.

“I don’t think that’s the way out,” he said, slowing his pace.

He placed his palm against the door, extending his awareness through the wood and metal. He sensed something strange beyond it, but he couldn’t tell what it was or why he sensed it.

“I don’t like this place,” Nora whispered, pressing closer to his side.

“I know, little spark.” Callen kept his voice steady despite his own growing unease. “We’ll find another way out.”

The doors opened. The chamber inside was perfectly circular, with a domed ceiling. The walls were lined with alcoves containing objects that gleamed in the dim light—fragments of shells arranged on shelves, some as small as his palm, others much larger.

And in the room’s center stood a familiar figure. Commander Stark turned slowly to face them, his expression one of satisfied expectation.

“Welcome, Nightshade,” he said, spreading his hands in a gesture that might have been welcoming if not for the hardness in his eyes. “I see you’ve finally found your way home.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine


CONFRONTATION


“Stark,” Callen said, pushing Nora behind him.

Stark stood at the center of the chamber. The commander was still dressed in his uniform despite the late hour, his silver-streaked hair neatly combed, his posture betraying nothing of fatigue or concern.

“I suspected you would find your way here,” Stark said, his tone conversational despite the circumstances. “Your control over the drift led you exactly where I intended.”

Callen’s hand tightened on his sword, though he doubted it would be of much use against Stark. Not in his current condition. “You wanted me to escape?”

“Want is perhaps too strong a word,” Stark said, stepping toward him. “Expected. Anticipated. Prepared for.” His gaze shifted to Nora, who pressed herself against Callen’s leg. “And I see you’ve brought the child.”

Callen, scanning the room for other exits, kept his body between Stark and Nora. Two additional doorways led off from the circular chamber, both closed. The drift sense flickered weakly, unable to penetrate beyond the immediate space. The blood loss and exhaustion were taking their toll.

“What is this place?” he asked, buying time.

“A place Sturmov let me use.” He smiled. “Useful, that one. Easy enough to manipulate, like weak men like him are. A little pressure with the drift and he permitted me to use this place for my research.”

“On dragons,” Callen said.

Stark gestured to the fragments surrounding them. “Every piece collected, catalogued, studied. Each one containing a fraction of what was once whole.” He approached one of the alcoves, running his fingers along a fragment larger than the others. “Do you know how rare these are? How difficult to acquire?”

“I don’t care,” Callen said.

Stark’s expression hardened momentarily before smoothing into practiced neutrality. “No, I suppose you wouldn’t. Not consciously. But part of you does care, Nightshade. Part of you recognizes what these are, what they represent.”

“Papa,” Nora whispered, tugging at his blood-soaked shirt. “I don’t like how it feels.”

Callen hadn’t noticed, but now he heard it—or rather, felt it. A subtle vibration in the air, resonating from the fragments, growing stronger. The pieces weren’t just glowing; they were responding to something.

“Unusual for a Pyrin child to detect the drift patterns,” Stark said. “Her mother’s influence, perhaps? Or yours?” He paced a slow circle around them, maintaining distance. “And to think this all started because you were sent to retrieve a dragon egg for me. I needed my best man. I needed Nightshade.”

“I told you that I delivered it as ordered,” Callen said. “What happened after wasn’t my concern.”

“Yet here you stand, connected to it still. Somehow, despite all logic, despite everything I’ve learned about dragon bonding, it chose you.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Callen said.

“Don’t you?” Stark took a step toward him. “I wanted to believe that you didn’t. I thought the egg had fractured.” He waved a hand toward one wall, and Callen realized the fragments of that egg were there. He could feel them specifically. “Empty, like so many others. I had told the Lord Regent that we would have that power, that we could finally push the Pyrin out of our lands…”

“They are their lands,” Callen said. “We attacked⁠—”

“They attacked. Their fire. You can’t know what it’s like to lose all you know. All you have.” He glanced at Nora. “Or maybe you will.”

A low rumble shook the chamber, dust sifting down from the domed ceiling. The fragments on the shelves brightened, their glow intensifying as the vibration running through them strengthened.

“You feel it, don’t you?” Stark asked, watching Callen. “The connection. The pull. It’s gotten stronger since you’ve been tested.”

“Tormented,” he said.

But Callen did feel something—a pressure building at the edge of his awareness.

“Tested. Pushed. The way you were pushed with the Black Veil.”

Callen licked his lips. “What do you want from me?”

“What was rightfully mine,” Stark said, all pretense of civility dropping away. “The dragon. I spent years preparing, studying, making myself ready to receive it. To use it. The egg was the culmination of everything I had planned for so that we could burn away Pyrin—and somehow, without understanding, without even trying, you claimed it.”

“I did nothing.”

“Nothing but hide. And I would have let you. I would have done nothing. But it called to you, I think. I sent pieces out, using them to hunt you.” Understanding struck Callen, and Stark smiled. “You see it, don’t you? The power. You never understood, but that’s because you weren’t meant to. You were a tool. That was all you were supposed to be. And, perhaps, all you still can be.”

“I don’t know what you want.”

“Oh, but you do. It’s there. You’ve used that power. I felt it from you in Ironvale. That’s the reason I came myself, you know. And then when we brought you here… you’ve proven it’s there. Now it will be mine.”

Callen moved to place himself more squarely between Stark and Nora, but something seized him. Callen felt the drift being manipulated, pain surging in him again, agony working through him.

“Don’t fight it,” Stark said as Callen struggled. “Your control over the drift is still unstable, still raw. Mine has been honed through decades of practice. I know how to make it hurt.”

Pain exploded through Callen’s already battered body—not physical injury, but the drift disruption that felt like every part of him were being ripped apart. He couldn’t focus. He couldn’t do anything.

Callen dropped to one knee, sword clattering to the floor.

“Stop it!” Nora cried. “You’re hurting him!”

Stark’s attention shifted to her, and a cold smile touched his lips. “The child has spirit.” He extended one hand toward her, and Nora suddenly stiffened, her small body going rigid as her feet left the floor.

“No!” Callen said, fighting through the pain to reach for her.

Nora’s face contorted in pain as Stark used the drift on her.

“Papa,” she whispered, tears streaming down her face.

“Let her go,” Callen said, his voice dropping. “You wanted me.”

“The child is useful for her Pyrin abilities. We’ve learned much from her kind. But now, she’s leverage.” His fingers tightened, and Nora cried out.

Something snapped inside Callen.

He’d not really had control. Not since using the fragment. But he’d tried to control his power within the drift. He’d felt like he needed to. Now the drift, flickering and unstable since his escape, suddenly surged. Power flowed through him, a focused torrent directed by his single-minded purpose: protecting Nora.

Callen rose to his feet, blood still flowing from his wounds but somehow distant, unimportant. He pushed back against the commander’s control. For a moment, they were locked in a silent struggle, the drift against the drift. Nora remained between them, the key to stopping what Stark planned.

“Better,” Stark said, strain in his voice for the first time. “But ultimately futile.”

With a sharp gesture, Stark sent Nora flying across the chamber. She struck the wall with a sickening impact and crumpled to the floor, unmoving.

“Nora!” Callen cried out, his control shattering.

The drift exploded from him in a wave of pure force.

Stark staggered backward, momentarily losing his balance. “Yes,” Stark said. “That’s what I’ve been waiting for. Let it all out, Nightshade. Call to it.”

The fragments lining the walls blazed with intensified light, the vibration running through them strengthening until it became audible—a high, thin keening that scraped against the nerves. The floor trembled beneath them, and another rumble shook the chamber, stronger than before.

Callen rushed to Nora. Blood trickled from a cut on her forehead, but she was breathing. Unconscious, but alive. He gathered her small body in his arms, cradling her against his chest.

“I don’t care about your dragon,” Callen said. “I don’t care about any of it. All I want is to take her home.”

“It isn’t that simple anymore,” Stark replied. “You’ve awakened something that can’t be put back to sleep. Your pain called to it. Drawing that power. That’s why your control over the drift has grown. Now that power is approaching us.” He gestured to the fragments, which had begun to vibrate visibly on their shelves. “Can’t you feel it? The drift building? The dragon is coming, Nightshade. One that should have been mine.”

A distant explosion shook the manor, powerful enough that pieces of the ornate ceiling cracked and fell to the floor. Stark glanced upward, a slight frown creasing his forehead.

“Earlier than expected,” he said.

Another burst of the drift washed outward, so controlled and focused that Callen could do nothing against it other than try to push back. He was tired, weak, and didn’t have the fragment like he needed to make it work, or maybe he’d never needed it. Callen didn’t know. All he knew was that he wanted to protect Nora.

“Put her down, Nightshade,” Stark said. “Or I’ll tear her from your arms piece by piece.”

Another explosion erupted, closer this time.

The manor shuddered and cracks appeared in the walls of the chamber.

Nora stirred in Callen’s arms. “Papa?” she whispered, her voice weak and pained.

“It’s going to be alright, little spark,” Callen said, though he had no idea how he would keep that promise.

His strength was failing, blood loss and exhaustion taking their toll. Against Stark at full strength, with decades more experience manipulating the drift, what chance did he have?

Stark’s assault intensified, the pressure becoming almost unbearable. Callen felt his grip on Nora weakening despite his best efforts.

“You’re outmatched, Nightshade,” Stark said. “You always were. I taught you everything you know about the drift.”

It was true. Callen had fought his way through the facility, had defeated Krell against all odds, had even managed to free Nora from her cell. But Stark was different—controlled, disciplined, with a mastery of the drift that Callen still didn’t understand.

Nora whimpered.

“Let her go,” Stark said. “Or watch her suffer.”

Callen glanced down at Nora’s face—so brave despite her fear, so trusting despite everything she’d endured.

He had promised to protect her. Had built a life around that promise. And he was failing.

A third explosion rocked the manor, this one powerful enough to crack the ground beneath Stark’s feet.

The commander stumbled, his concentration momentarily broken.

The fragments on the shelves blazed, and several suddenly shattered.

In that moment of distraction, Callen felt something change—the drift surging unlike anything he’d experienced before. It didn’t come from him, not the deep sense that he’d been feeling—though that was still there, and perhaps stronger than it had been. Were he stronger, he might have been able to use it. It didn’t come from Stark. Instead, it came from somewhere beyond the manor walls.

The dragon.

Stark turned his attention back to Callen, redoubling his assault. “I need the connection, Nightshade. I need you.”

The drift struck Callen like a physical blow, driving him to his knees. Nora cried out as the pressure intensified around them.

“Stop hurting him!” she shouted. Something flickered in her palms—but not the controlled flame she’d manifested in the corridor. Sparks danced between her fingers. “Leave my papa alone!”

Fire erupted from her hands.

Unlike the controlled and small flames that Pyrin practitioners typically wielded with practiced precision, this was raw and primal. Centuries of tradition taught that Pyrin wielders spent years mastering the careful manipulation of heat and flame. But Nora had none of that training.

Her wild and raw power struck Stark’s barrier, disrupting it briefly.

Callen drew on the last of his strength. The sense of the drift was there, vast and potent. And it was closer than it had felt before.

He opened himself to that power and channeled the drift through the gap Nora had created, focused on the platform beneath his feet. The stone cracked. Stark staggered, the drift field faltering.

“None of that matters now, Nightshade. The creature comes whether you want it or not.”

The entire chamber shuddered as something massive struck the manor above them. Dust and debris rained down from the ceiling, and several of the remaining fragments detonated in their alcoves.

Callen clutched Nora close, shielding her with his body as chunks of stone crashed around them. Through the drift sense, he felt a presence of power beyond anything he’d felt before.

“There,” Stark said.

The roof of the chamber split open with a deafening crack.

A shadow passed over the gap. Callen stared upward, transfixed despite himself.

A dragon.

It circled once, twice, then disappeared from view, though he could still feel the drift like a weight pressing against him, searching, testing, seeking connection.

“It should have been mine from the beginning.” Stark stepped toward Callen. “But I can still have it. Through you.”

Callen tried to back away, but his legs finally failed him. He collapsed to his knees, Nora still clutched protectively in his arms.

Stark approached, standing over Callen. “The child will be cared for, if that’s your concern. Her Pyrin abilities make her valuable, and I respect potential when I see it. She’ll be raised properly, trained to use her gifts.”

“No,” Callen managed, the word little more than a whisper. “She belongs with her mother.”

“Lady Amara?” Stark laughed softly. “I’m afraid she won’t be in a position to make any claims. The Ashen Oath who helped her escape—their safe house was the first target when we traced their location.”

Amara couldn’t be dead. He would have felt it somehow, would have known.

“No,” he said, all the objection he could muster now.

“Perhaps,” Stark said. “But does it matter? You’ll be dead, the child will be mine, and the dragon…” He looked upward again, a smile playing at his lips. “The dragon will serve the purpose it was born for. Power like that is meant to be used. Controlled.”

Controlled?

Stark didn’t understand that power, then. There was no control in it.

Just power.

Another massive impact struck the manor, the entire structure shuddering under the assault. More fragments detonated along the walls, and the cracks in the floor widened into chasms that spread outward from the platform.

Stark placed his hand on Callen’s forehead, and pain tore through him. He screamed, his back arching as Stark forced his way into the drift connection.

Nora cried out in his arms, trembling as Stark’s manipulation affected her too.

“Stop,” Callen said.

She cried out again.

He’d not been enough to save her. Despite everything, he still had not been enough.

Callen felt something tearing inside him—not physical, but something deeper. It was as if everything that separated him from the drift was there, a sheet keeping that power at bay. So close, so sheer.

He just had to let go.

Even when he’d come after Nora, he’d been restrained. Callen had rarely lost control, lost the image of who—and what—he had tried to be. He had not really been willing to become Nightshade again.

But that had been an attempt at control. And control was not enough.

“Papa,” Nora whispered.

Something snapped inside Callen.

Not his control, not his strength, but the last of his restraint. Every moment since leaving the Black Veil, he had fought against what he had been, had tried to become something else, something better. The blacksmith instead of the killer. The protector instead of the weapon.

Now, he embraced it all.

Including the power that was present.

The drift surged through him. It flowed outward in a wave of pure power that he didn’t control. He didn’t care if he controlled it. It just was.

That power knocked Stark backward, breaking the connection.

The commander stumbled.

Callen rose to his feet, setting Nora gently on the ground behind him. Blood continued to seep from his wounds, but the pain had become distant.

“Run,” he told Nora. “Find a way out. Get as far from here as you can.”

“I won’t leave you,” she said, her small hand grasping for his.

“You have to,” Callen insisted. “I’ll find you. I promise.”

Nora hesitated, then nodded. “Come back,” she said before turning to flee through one of the side doors that had been jarred open by the collapse.

Stark watched Nora go. “She won’t get far.”

“Far enough,” Callen said, turning to face him fully.

The manor shuddered again as another impact struck, more violent than before.

“The connection will be mine. The dragon will be mine. Everything you’ve done has simply brought us to this moment, delayed or not.”

Callen said nothing. Words were Stark’s weapon, not his.

Instead, he gathered the drift, perhaps the connection to the dragon, letting it build within him, guided by a single purpose: giving Nora time to escape. What happened to him did not matter.

That overwhelming sense of the drift flowed through him. He had thought he didn’t know how to control it, but maybe he did—and always had. It was not wild and uncontrolled, but shaped by everything he had learned and everything he had become. The Black Veil’s lethality. The blacksmith’s precision. The father’s protective love.

Stark extended his hands, his own control over the drift rising to meet Callen’s. The air between them wavered as their energies clashed.

“You can’t win this, Nightshade,” Stark said, though strain showed in his voice now. “You never could. You don’t have the knowledge, the training⁠—”

Another impact, and the ceiling collapsed, massive chunks of stone crashing to the floor around them.

Callen pushed harder.

Stark staggered, struggling to maintain his footing as the floor beneath him buckled. The question in Stark’s eyes was enough to push him harder.

“You taught me to control the drift,” Callen said, advancing slowly. “But Nora taught me why it matters.”

The ceiling gave way entirely, moonlight flooding the chamber as rain poured through the gaping hole.

And there it was. The dragon hovered above the ruined manor, its form silhouetted against the storm clouds. For a heartbeat, Callen felt it looking at him—seeing him, knowing him.

Then its gaze shifted to Stark.

The commander stood, the drift pouring from him, trying to forge a connection. “I am your master!” he called to the dragon. “I am the one who found your egg, who waited for you.”

Callen only knew the certainty that Stark was wrong. The dragon belonged to no one, least of all to a man who saw it as nothing more than power to exploit.

The manor continued to collapse around them, walls crumbling as the foundation itself began to give way. Chasms opened in the floor, widening with each passing moment.

“It’s over, Stark,” Callen said, backing toward the door Nora had escaped through. “Let it go.”

Stark advanced, stepping over rubble as pieces of the ceiling crashed around him. “Once I deal with you, it won’t matter.” The air around him warped as he readied another attack. “Goodbye, Nightshade.”

But power filled Callen. A connection that he could not deny.

And it came from the dragon.

He couldn’t hold it. He didn’t think he was meant to hold it.

That power released, striking the floor. Stark’s eyes widened as the floor gave way, and then he plummeted into the darkness, his scream fading as he disappeared from view.

Callen staggered toward the exit. Blood loss and exhaustion clouded his vision, the world narrowing to a tunnel focused solely on escape. Behind him, the dragon descended into the ruined chamber, its form filling the space where the ceiling had been. Callen felt its power, its sense of the drift washing over him—potent and aware in ways he couldn’t comprehend.

For a moment, he thought he felt something pass between them—not communication exactly, but a form of recognition. An acknowledgment.

Callen staggered, reaching the doorway.

Cool night air drifted toward him. He stumbled into the darkness. To freedom.

As he staggered away, he thought not of the dragon, not of Stark, but of Nora.

Of her small hand in his. Of her trust. Of her love.

Those thoughts kept him moving, barely.

He reached a tree line where he stumbled, sprawling forward. Strength faded, weakness and pain overpowering him. He used one more surge of the drift, needing to know that Nora was safe. There, distantly, he detected her.

But she was not alone.

As he struggled to get up, needing to get to her, to protect her, he collapsed again, unable to get to his feet. His face pressed into the damp ground. And then there was nothing but darkness and the sound of the manor collapsing behind him.


Chapter Thirty


AWAKENINGS


Pain flowed through Callen in familiar waves, but different somehow—duller, distant. Medicated.

He fought against the heaviness of his eyelids. Training asserted itself before conscious thought and he cataloged his surroundings through other senses. Soft linen beneath his fingertips. The scent of medicinal herbs—familiar ones that Amara favored for deep tissue healing. The quiet crackle of a small fire nearby.

Slowly, cautiously, he opened his eyes.

Wooden beams crisscrossed above him, supporting a sloped ceiling. Not a cell. Not the manor. Somewhere else entirely. Late afternoon light filtered through a small window, casting patterns across worn floorboards.

Callen tried to sit up. Pain lanced through his side and he fell back with a sharp intake of breath.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” a woman said. “The stitches are fresh.”

He turned his head to see Lysara sitting in a chair beside his bed, one arm still bandaged from their failed raid on the Sturmov facility. Her usual hardness remained, but something in her expression had softened slightly.

“Where am I?” His voice cracked from disuse. How long had he been unconscious?

“Ashen Oath sanctuary,” Lysara said, offering him a cup of water. “One of a few scattered throughout the territories. This one’s about three days’ journey from what used to be Sturmov Manor.”

Callen took the water, managing to lift his head just enough to drink without spilling. Each movement brought new pains, but he could deal with pain. He was alive.

“Nora?” he asked, the name barely audible.

Lysara’s expression shifted, and for one terrible moment, Callen’s heart seemed to stop.

Then she smiled—a rare, genuine thing that transformed her otherwise hardened features. “The girl is fine,” she said. “Frightened and exhausted when we found her, but unharmed. She’s been asking for you.”

Relief washed through him with such intensity that for a moment, he couldn’t speak. Nora was alive. Safe.

“How did you find us?” he asked finally.

“They had been monitoring after you’d been taken,” Lysara explained, settling back in her chair. “Our intelligence confirmed Stark’s presence there, and rumors suggested Krell was operating in the area as well. No sign of Sturmov himself, though. Strange, that.”

“Not so strange. Stark used it for himself. Sturmov… he’s just the money.”

“Hmm. Not so sure he’s just anything.” She shifted, wincing slightly as the movement aggravated her own injuries. “The Ashen Oath were planning an operation there anyway to weaken Sturmov, but hadn’t found a way in. Not without losing too many in the process. The manor was nearly impenetrable.” Lysara’s expression shifted. “When the chaos erupted, we moved in immediately.” Her voice softened slightly. “We found Nora first, huddled in the tree line. She was terrified but coherent enough to tell us where to look for you.”

Memory returned in fragments—the collapsing chamber, Stark falling, stumbling away until his strength failed completely.

“And Stark?”

“No sign of him in the rubble,” Lysara said. “But the manor collapsed into a massive cavern beneath it. If he survived the fall, he’d still have had to escape the collapse and the flooding that followed.” She met his eyes directly. “We’re operating under the assumption he’s dead.”

“I doubt we’re that lucky,” he said.

“No. Me neither. We’ll take what we can, though. His absence, and the response from the rest of the Sturmov soldiers—along with rumors we’ve heard from our sources close to the Lord Regent and about the Black Veil—is enough.”

Callen sat in stillness a moment. “How long have I been here?”

“Five days,” she answered. “We weren’t sure you’d make it at first. Blood loss, infection, multiple fractures. Your body had been pushed harder than I’ve heard of anyone being pushed.” She studied him with a look that would have been home among the Black Veil. “You heal quickly for someone who should be dead.”

Before Callen could respond, the door opened.

A small figure appeared in the threshold, freezing when she saw him awake.

“Papa?” Nora whispered, her voice tentative, as if afraid he might be a dream that would vanish.

“Little spark,” Callen said, his throat tightening.

Nora rushed to his bedside, practically climbing onto the mattress before stopping herself, suddenly mindful of his injuries the way that Amara would have taught. Her small face showed the strain of recent days—shadows beneath her eyes, a healing cut across her forehead where she’d struck the wall—but her expression was the familiar happiness he’d seen in her for the last three years, that of a girl who got to live.

“You’re awake.” She reached out to touch his arm as if confirming he was real. “I knew you would wake up.”

Lysara rose silently. “We’ll talk later,” she said, slipping out of the room to give them privacy.

“Are you hurt?” Callen asked, looking Nora over for injuries beyond the visible cut.

She shook her head. “Lady Lysara’s healers and Mama made sure I was okay. They gave me sweet tea and a room next to yours so I could visit whenever I wanted.” Her small fingers wrapped around his. “I was scared for you, Papa. You were so… still.”

Despite the pain, Callen managed to lift his arm to brush a strand of hair from her face. “I’m sorry I frightened you.”

“You kept your promise,” she said. “You came for me. I knew you would.”

The door opened again, admitting a familiar figure—lanky, disheveled, with spectacles perched precariously on his nose. And somehow, of all things, still wearing his robes. Callen wondered what else Finch had gotten out of Ironvale.

“Finch,” Callen said, surprised.

“The very same, though somewhat singed around the edges,” Finch said, adjusting his spectacles. Behind him appeared Wren, looking remarkably unharmed save for a bandage wrapped around one hand.

“You survived,” Callen said.

“Against considerable odds and my better judgment,” Wren replied with a theatrical sigh. “Though I’ll have you know my favorite coat was completely ruined in the process.”

“Stark said⁠—”

“That we were eliminated?” Finch asked. “A reasonable assumption on his part. The safehouse was indeed attacked, but thanks to early warning from Lysara’s scouts, we’d already evacuated.”

“Early warning and my exceptional talent for rapid departure,” Wren said, examining his fingernails with exaggerated nonchalance. “Though I confess, watching a dragon tear apart Sturmov Manor would have been worth the inconvenience.”

“I still can’t believe it was a dragon,” Callen said.

Finch leaned forward, animated in a way that reminded Callen of their sessions in the tower. “The reports from witnesses are remarkable. A horse-sized winged creature with scales that supposedly shifted between midnight blue and emerald green, wingspan estimated at fifteen feet. Ancient texts described them larger, of course, but to think one was actually seen in our lifetime, even diminished like that.” He shook his head, words failing him for perhaps the first time since Callen had met him. “I’ve already begun compiling accounts from those who glimpsed it from a distance.”

“Stark believed it was drawn to me,” Callen said. “And I think it’s the connection to the dragon that let me withstand the use of the fragment.” Or simply to use it at all.

“A reasonable theory,” Finch said. For a moment, he was surprisingly speechless. “That’s nothing like what I would have expected.”

Nora had settled beside Callen on the bed, careful not to disturb his injuries but clearly unwilling to move far from him.

Finch watched her, something in his gaze suggesting to Callen that this wasn’t the first time he’d studied her. “The child’s Pyrin abilities manifested quite impressively during your captivity, from what I understand,” he said. “Perhaps a response to trauma, or simply the natural progression accelerated by stress.”

Nora looked down at her hands. “I made fire to help Papa escape,” she said. “It was bigger than I meant it to be.”

“And very brave,” Callen said.

Finch cleared his throat. “Yes, well, from my understanding, Pyrin children typically don’t develop anything like that.”

A shadow crossed Nora’s face. “The bad man said there were others they were testing.”

Callen looked at Finch and Wren, who exchanged glances.

“The Ashen Oath found evidence of other captives at the facility,” Wren said. “But by the time of the collapse, most had been moved. Where to, we don’t yet know.”

“But we’ll find them,” a voice said from the doorway.

Callen’s heart stuttered at the familiar tone. He looked up to see Amara standing in the threshold, her face showing exhaustion, and unshed tears welling in her eyes.

Nora smiled brightly at her mother, a smile Amara returned with equal warmth as she rested a hand briefly on her daughter’s head.

When Amara finally looked up, her eyes met Callen’s. “You kept your promise,” she said softly.

“Always,” he replied.

Finch cleared his throat. “I believe we have matters to discuss regarding our next steps,” he said, gesturing to Wren. “Perhaps the patient would benefit from privacy first?”

Wren rolled his eyes but followed Finch to the door. “I’d say not to exhaust him,” he told Amara with a meaningful look. “But seeing as you’re the one who healed him, I’ll keep my peace.”

When they had gone, Amara leaned on the bed slowly, as if afraid of Callen, or perhaps afraid of that moment they’d shared before attacking the Sturmov facility.

“You look better now that you’re awake. For a little while there…” she started.

“You’ve seen worse,” he replied.

“No. I haven’t.” She sat beside him, Nora climbing onto her lap. “When the Ashen Oath brought you in…” She swallowed hard. “I didn’t think you would survive.”

“Takes more than a collapsing house to kill me,” Callen said, a bit of a smile touching his lips.

Amara laughed, the sound breaking into something close to a sob. “Don’t joke. Not about that.” Her hand found his, fingers intertwining. “When I thought I might lose you both⁠—”

“But you didn’t,” Callen said.

“We’re all back together now,” she said, the simple statement carrying the weight of everything they had endured.

They remained that way until Nora’s eyes began to droop, the excitement of Callen’s awakening giving way to her need for rest. Amara carried her to the small adjoining room for a nap, returning moments later.

“She’s been having nightmares,” Amara said quietly, resuming her place beside the bed. “About Stark, about being locked away. She won’t talk about everything that happened.”

“She will when she’s ready,” Callen said. “She’s strong. She had to be to survive what she did.”

“Like her father,” Amara said. When Callen raised an eyebrow, she added, “And like the man who became her father in all the ways that matter.”

A comfortable silence fell between them, broken only by the soft crackling of the fire.

“The Ashen Oath have offered us protection,” Amara said. “Sanctuary within their network. They’re impressed with your abilities, and my healing knowledge would be valuable to them.”

He suspected it was about more than being impressed with his abilities, but that didn’t matter right now. What mattered was keeping Nora safe.

“And Nora would have others like her to grow up with,” Callen added. “Children with Pyrin heritage who aren’t hiding.”

“We could stop running,” Amara said. “At least for a while.”

Callen considered this. The Ashen Oath operated in shadows, just as the Black Veil did, but with different purpose. Could he align himself with such a group again? Would it mean becoming what he’d left behind?

As if reading his thoughts, Amara took his hand and squeezed. “This would be different. We’d be helping people, not hunting them. And… we’d be together.”

The look in her eyes was a bit of a question but shone with hope.

“Together,” Callen said, the word carrying new meaning after all they had endured. “And maybe together we can also figure out something else—what I am.”

“And what do you think you are?” she asked, her voice soft.

He looked at her, at this woman who had begun as an assignment, become an ally, and now was something he couldn’t—or perhaps wouldn’t—name. “I don’t know,” he said. “Not entirely. But I know what I want to be.”

“And what’s that?”

“A blacksmith,” he said with a slight smile. “A protector. A father to Nora.” He paused, gauging her reaction before adding, “A partner to you. If that’s what you want.”

Amara’s eyes shimmered. “I think I’ve wanted that for longer than I was willing to admit. Even when you—and I—were both determined to maintain distance.”

“I’m not very good at closeness,” he said.

“You’re better than you think.” She leaned forward to press her lips gently against his.

The kiss was brief, tender, mindful of his injuries, but it conveyed everything words couldn’t—trust built over years of shared danger, respect forged through sacrifice, affection that had grown despite every attempt to prevent it.

When Amara drew back, her expression held something Callen hadn’t seen since their time in Emberdale: hope.

“Rest,” she said. “We have time to figure out the details.”

As she rose to leave, Callen caught her hand. “Stay,” he said. “Please.”

She settled back beside him, her presence a comfort as he drifted toward sleep. But before unconsciousness claimed him, a distant sensation tugged at his awareness—the faintest echo of the dragon’s sense through the drift.

Not gone, then. Just distant. Waiting.

The thought should have troubled him, but instead, it felt… safe.

Eventually, he’d have to understand what it meant. Why he’d been the one the egg had responded to.

For now, though, what mattered was here, within these walls—Nora safe in the next room, Amara’s hand in his, and the promise of a future that, while uncertain, they would face together.

Not as assassin and target. Not as protector and charge.

But as family.

In the coming days, there would be decisions to make, allies to understand, maybe even dangers to face. Sturmov’s operation remained, perhaps diminished, but still there. They’d have Sturmov’s attention, he suspected. The man himself was nearly as wealthy as the king. More than that, Stark might have survived. Then there was the mystery of the dragon and why Callen’s connection to it remained unresolved.

All were concerns for tomorrow.

Tonight, Callen allowed himself something he hadn’t permitted himself in years—before Emberdale, before the Black Veil, perhaps before the life he could barely remember as a child: peace.

As he drifted into sleep, he felt a distant sense of the drift mingling with his own in a way that reminded him of metal singing beneath his hammer in the forge.

And for the first time since he could remember, it didn’t speak of death, or protection, or even survival.

It spoke of home.
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Don’t miss the next book in Drift and Dragon: Beneath the Scales
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The dragon’s call awakened him. Now others seek to claim its song.

Months after escaping the horrors of Sturmov Manor, Callen Nasinth—once the Nightshade, the Black Veil’s deadliest assassin—has carved out a fragile peace in the hidden valley of the Ashen Oath. With Nora thriving in her Pyrin training and Amara by his side, he dares to believe they’ve finally found safety.

But peace is short-lived.

When an outpost burns with unnatural fire and a lone survivor speaks of a scale-skinned commander who wields the drift like a weapon, Callen realizes his former mentor Stark is not only alive—he’s become something more than human. Something forged in dragon fire.

To stop him, Callen must risk reopening the connection he’s fought to suppress—the drift that links him to ancient power and to a dragon whose presence still haunts his dreams.

Yet Stark isn’t the only one with plans for the fragments. In the shadows, others study the drift, manipulate it, and prepare to use it to reshape the world.

As enemies close in from all sides, Callen faces a terrifying truth:

The dragon’s song isn’t just waking him.

It’s changing him.


Author’s Note



Dear Reader,

Thank you so much for reading Fragment of Flame. 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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