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The high aeries of the Royal Citadel were no place for men of fragile constitution, nor for those who demanded the comforts of a quiet morning. Even before the sun had fully crested the jagged eastern peaks of the Dragon’s Teeth, the winds were already howling through the open limestone archways. The air up here was thin, carrying a biting chill that seeped straight through wool and leather to settle deep within the marrow. Kaelen preferred it this way. The cold possessed a sharp, unforgiving clarity that the stifling, perfume-choked halls of the lower palace entirely lacked. Up here, amidst the scent of ozone, sulfur, and raw beast, the world made perfect, logical sense.

He stood upon a reinforced scaffolding of iron and polished oak, a heavy bucket of pungent, viscous oil resting at his feet. In his right hand, he gripped a large block of porous volcanic pumice; in his left, a thick rag of rough-spun linen. Before him rested the immense, slumbering bulk of Ignatia.

She was a creature of terrifying beauty, a Heavyweight Class incendiary whose lineage traced back to the original drakes of the scorched southern deserts. Her scales, each one the size of a standard infantry shield, were not merely red. They were a shifting, iridescent tapestry of deep crimson, molten gold, and the dark, bruised purple of a dying ember. When she breathed, a deep, rhythmic sound resembling the slow grinding of tectonic plates, thin wisps of grey smoke curled lazily from her flared nostrils, warming the freezing air around them.

Kaelen dipped the linen cloth into the bucket, coating the fabric in the thick, foul-smelling alchemical grease designed to keep her scales supple and resistant to the drying effects of high-altitude flight. He approached her massive flank, his boots ringing softly against the stone floor, and began the laborious process of working the oil into the microscopic crevices between the armored plates.

It was grueling physical labor. The sheer surface area of a Heavyweight dragon required hours of dedicated maintenance, and Kaelen refused to delegate the task to the younger squires of the Aerial Corps. A rider’s bond with his mount was forged in the quiet hours of necessary drudgery just as surely as it was forged in the crucible of aerial combat. He pressed his weight against the pumice, scraping away a patch of crystallized salt that had built up from their coastal patrol three days prior. The friction generated a faint rasping sound, loud in the echoing cavern of the aerie bay.

Beneath his hands, Ignatia’s hide was feverishly hot. It was a comforting heat, a furnace radiating against the mountain chill. He moved methodically down her left side, checking the heavy iron anchor points where her massive leather riding harness would eventually sit. He inspected the surrounding scales for any signs of chafing or weakness, tracing the ridge of her spine where the heavy dorsal spikes began to curve backward in fearsome, serrated rows.

For Kaelen, this routine was a form of meditation. He was a man who possessed little patience for the unpredictable chaos of human interaction. Other riders spent their precious shore leave drinking in the boisterous taverns of the lower city, gambling away their stipends, or tangling themselves in complicated, dramatic courtships. Kaelen found such pursuits exhausting to merely observe, let alone participate in. He preferred the predictability of military protocol, the unquestionable laws of aerodynamics, and the silent, imposing presence of the dragon currently taking up the majority of the bay.

He moved to her foreleg, a massive pillar of muscle corded with veins as thick as a man's arm. As he applied a fresh coat of oil to the joint, a sudden, familiar sensation bloomed at the base of his skull.

It did not begin as a sound. It began as a profound pressure, like the heavy atmosphere preceding a violent summer thunderstorm. Then came a flash of warmth, followed by a vivid mental image of a perfectly roasted side of beef dripping with fat. Finally, the voice materialized in his mind, resonant, slightly echoing, and completely feminine.

You are applying too much pressure near the primary articulation, Ignatia murmured directly into his consciousness. It tickles, Kaelen. And that oil smells abominably of rendered mutton fat today. Did the quartermaster attempt to save silver by substituting the good sulfur with slaughterhouse refuse again?

Kaelen did not flinch, nor did he stop his rhythmic scrubbing. He merely adjusted his grip on the pumice stone and replied through the telepathic tether they shared, keeping his mental tone as flat and professional as his spoken voice. It is the standard issue military liniment, Ignatia. The quartermaster assures me it is the exact same barrel we opened last week. If it tickles, it means I am successfully dislodging the grit you accumulated by insisting we fly through that ash cloud over the basin.

A massive, golden eye cracked open, the pupil a narrow, vertical slit of obsidian that focused entirely on him. She released a long, slow breath that smelled of woodsmoke and old copper, her enormous head shifting on her front paws.

I flew through the ash cloud because the thermal drafts there are unparalleled, and you know it, she retorted, her mental voice taking on an unmistakable tone of aristocratic condescension. But let us not discuss the logistics of flight. My mind is occupied with far more pressing matters this morning.

Kaelen paused, the oily rag hovering inches from her scales. A deep sense of foreboding settled in his stomach. When Ignatia declared she had 'pressing matters' on her mind, it rarely meant anything related to military strategy or flight formations.

I am listening, Kaelen thought carefully, bracing himself.

I was conversing with Zephyrus last night, she began, her mental projection taking on a distinct air of casual gossip. Zephyrus was a lightweight courier dragon housed three bays down, known entirely for his speed and his absolute lack of discretion. He informed me that his rider, Lieutenant Vance, has recently acquired a third paramour. A baker's daughter, I believe. Or perhaps a seamstress. Zephyrus was unclear on the human professions, but he was quite specific about the intensity of their physical entanglement.

Kaelen resumed scrubbing with excessive force. Lieutenant Vance’s private affairs are of no concern to us, Ignatia. He is a courier; his schedule permits frivolity. We are heavy combatants.

Ignatia snorted, a physical sound that sent a small cloud of soot dusting over Kaelen’s polished boots. Do not attempt to hide behind the combat roster, Kaelen. Commander Royston is our superior officer, a veteran of the Northern Campaigns, and yet he manages to maintain a highly active, albeit slightly scandalous, romantic life with that minor duchess. Even the quartermaster, a man who smells permanently of old parchment and dust, was seen lingering in the gardens with a lieutenant from the naval fleet.

I am very happy for all of them, Kaelen replied stiffly. He moved toward her hindquarters, intentionally putting himself out of the direct line of sight of that piercing golden eye. Now, if you would please lift your wing joint slightly, I need to check the under-scales for parasites.

Ignatia did not lift her wing. Instead, she shifted her massive bulk, turning her long, serpentine neck so she could continue to stare directly at him. The telepathic pressure in his mind increased, taking on a motherly, deeply exasperated texture.

You are twenty-eight years of age, Kaelen, she projected, her voice booming softly in the cavern of his skull. You are physically fit, you possess all your original limbs, your teeth are reasonably straight, and you hold a respectable rank within the King’s Aerial Corps. Yet, you live like a cloistered monk who has taken a vow of absolute boredom. It is becoming an embarrassment. The other dragons are beginning to ask questions.

Let them ask, Kaelen snapped, his stoicism briefly cracking. He wiped his hands on a clean section of the linen rag, glaring up at the massive reptile. I am a soldier, Ignatia. My duty is to the Crown, to the Citadel, and to you. Courtship is a chaotic, irrational process that yields nothing but distraction and compromised judgment. I have no interest in engaging in frivolous parlor games just to satisfy your voyeuristic tendencies.

My tendencies are not voyeuristic; they are fundamentally biological! Ignatia countered smoothly. I am a creature of passion, Kaelen. I thrive on heat, on emotion, on the turbulent currents of the world. Sharing a mental tether with a man whose emotional spectrum rivals a damp paving stone is incredibly tedious. I require stimulation. If you will not provide it through combat, you must provide it through romance.

Kaelen pinched the bridge of his nose, feeling the onset of a headache that had nothing to do with the altitude. This was not a new argument. Ignatia had been steadily escalating her complaints regarding his solitary lifestyle for the past six months, ever since she reached full maturity and her interest in human social dynamics had unfortunately blossomed.

I am not going to seduce a duchess simply to entertain you, he thought firmly, projecting a mental wall of absolute finality. The subject is closed. Lift the wing.

Ignatia grumbled, a low vibration that shook the scaffolding beneath his feet, but she finally complied, raising the massive, leathery expanse of her left wing just enough for him to duck underneath. Fine. Stagnate in your celibacy. But do not expect me to mourn when you die of old age having never experienced the thrill of a wildly inappropriate liaison. I shall simply bond with someone far more scandalous next time.

Kaelen chose to ignore the threat, focusing entirely on the intricate pattern of the softer, paler scales beneath the wing joint. He had just finished scraping away a small patch of dried mud when the sound of heavy, spurred boots echoed loudly from the entrance of the aerie bay.

Kaelen stepped out from under the wing, wiping his oiled hands on a rag, and snapped sharply to attention.

Standing in the archway, silhouetted against the bright morning sky, was Commander Hallam. The man was a broad-shouldered veteran of the border wars, his uniform immaculate despite the early hour, though his face was drawn and heavily lined with exhaustion. A stale scent of cheap pipe tobacco and cold coffee followed him into the bay, cutting through the smells of sulfur and dragon oil. The Commander was sweating slightly, a clear sign of agitation given the freezing temperature of the high aerie.

"At ease, Captain," Hallam grunted, waving a hand dismissively as he marched toward the scaffolding. He stopped a safe distance from Ignatia’s snout, casting a wary glance at the dragon. Hallam was a brilliant tactician, but he had never fully grown comfortable around the Heavyweights, viewing them more as unstable artillery pieces than sentient partners.

Ignatia, sensing his apprehension, very deliberately exhaled a small stream of hot smoke directly toward the Commander’s polished boots. Kaelen felt a spike of smug satisfaction from her across their bond. He subtly projected a reprimand, which she effortlessly ignored.

"Commander," Kaelen said respectfully, stepping down from the scaffolding. "We were not expecting an inspection this morning. Is there a change in the patrol roster?"

"There is no inspection, and patrol is canceled for you and your beast today," Hallam said, his voice grim. He reached into his heavy woolen coat and pulled out a sealed leather folder, tapping it against his thigh. "I have a specific assignment for you, Kaelen. One that requires discretion, a strong stomach, and an absolute adherence to protocol."

Kaelen felt his posture straighten further. "I am at your disposal, sir. What is the situation?"

Hallam grimaced, looking around the cavernous bay as if checking for eavesdroppers, though there was nothing but stone and wind to hear them. "We have a political disaster on our hands. Last night, around the third watch, the city guard received a disturbance call in the lower city; specifically, the weaver’s district. It is a terrible place for anyone of importance to be walking after dark. Unfortunately, someone of extreme importance was doing exactly that."

"Who?" Kaelen asked, his mind already shifting into tactical analysis.

"Lord Valerius," Hallam stated bluntly. "The senior diplomatic envoy from the Northern Marches. He was found dead in a blind alley behind a textile warehouse."

Kaelen frowned deeply. The Northern Marches were currently engaged in a highly sensitive treaty negotiation with the Crown regarding trade routes and military border support. The death of their senior diplomat within the capital walls was an unmitigated disaster; it was the kind of spark that could ignite a devastating regional conflict.

"Assassination?" Kaelen inquired, his tone completely flat.

"That is what you are going to determine," Hallam said, thrusting the leather folder toward him. Kaelen took it, the leather cold against his freshly cleaned hands. "The local city guard were the first on the scene. They are competent at breaking up tavern brawls, but they are entirely useless when it comes to high-level intrigue. They trampled the perimeter, moved the body, and likely destroyed half the evidence before having the sense to call the Citadel."

Hallam ran a hand through his greying hair, his frustration palpable. "The King’s Council is in an uproar. The Northern delegation is already threatening to pull their ambassadors. I need an investigator who will not be swayed by local guild politics, who will not accept bribes from the local syndicates, and who will document every single detail with excruciating precision. You, Kaelen, are the most pedantic, unsociable, and ruthlessly thorough officer under my command. I need you down there."

Oh, how flattering, Ignatia drawled in Kaelen's mind, a distinct tone of mockery coloring her telepathic voice. He requires a man entirely devoid of personality to look at a corpse. Truly, Kaelen, your reputation precedes you. You must be so proud.

Kaelen forcefully ignored her, keeping his eyes locked on the Commander. "I understand the parameters of the assignment, sir. However, why pull an Aerial Captain for a ground investigation? Surely the Royal Inquisition has agents better suited for crime scenes."

"The Inquisition is compromised," Hallam said, lowering his voice significantly. "Half of them are in the pockets of the merchant lords, and the other half are too busy playing politics with the clergy. I trust my own men. Furthermore..." Hallam glanced nervously at Ignatia again. "The preliminary report from the guard mentioned something unusual at the scene. They claimed the alley smelled of burnt ozone, and there was a complete absence of blood, despite obvious lacerations on the victim. It suggests magic. Highly illegal, volatile magic."

Ozone and no blood? Ignatia's mental voice suddenly sharpened, her previous lethargy vanishing entirely. Her massive head snapped up, her nostrils flaring as she tasted the air, even though the crime scene was miles below them. That is not standard hedge-wizardry. That requires a specific catalyst. This just became infinitely more interesting.

"If there is magical residue involved," Hallam continued, unaware of the telepathic conversation occurring right beside him, "your dragon's sensory capabilities will be invaluable. She can track magical signatures far better than any human mage with a divining rod. Bring her down to the lower city. Secure the scene, find the trajectory of the magic, and find me the bastard who did this before the Northern army decides to march on our borders."

Kaelen looked down at the leather folder in his hands, feeling the weight of the responsibility settling onto his shoulders. It was a chaotic assignment, plunging him directly into the messy, unpredictable heart of the civilian city; exactly the environment he despised. But he was a soldier, and the orders were clear.

"Understood, Commander," Kaelen said, slipping the folder into the inner pocket of his uniform jacket. "I will harness Ignatia immediately. We will depart for the weaver's district within the hour."

Hallam nodded sharply, turning on his heel. "Keep me informed directly, Captain. Trust no one in the lower guard. Dismissed."

As the Commander’s heavy footsteps faded down the limestone corridor, Kaelen let out a slow, measured breath. He turned back to the massive red beast, reaching for the heavy iron buckles of her flight harness resting on a nearby rack.

Well, Ignatia mused, a distinct hum of anticipation vibrating through their mental link. A murdered diplomat, illegal magic, and a trip into the darkest, most disreputable slums of the capital. It is not exactly a romantic rendezvous in the palace gardens, but I suppose it will provide adequate entertainment for the morning.

"Do not sound so pleased," Kaelen muttered aloud, hauling the heavy leather straps over his shoulder. "This is a diplomatic crisis, not a theater production. We are going to examine a corpse, document the area, and return to the Citadel. That is all."

Of course, Kaelen, she purred smoothly in his mind, lowering her enormous head to allow him to throw the primary strap over her neck. We shall be the very picture of tedious military efficiency. But if we happen to encounter any dangerous, dashing criminals along the way, I reserve the right to judge them entirely on their aesthetic appeal.

Kaelen did not dignify that with a response. He simply tightened the primary cinch, the metallic clank echoing sharply in the cold morning air, signaling the end of his peace and quiet.
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The descent from the pristine, wind-scoured altitudes of the Royal Citadel into the labyrinthine sprawl of the Weaver’s District was a transition between two entirely incompatible worlds. Up above, the air was crisp, carrying the sharp tang of ozone and the disciplined energy of the King's military apparatus. Down in the lower city, the atmosphere settled into a stagnant, suffocating soup. As Ignatia banked sharply over the slate rooftops, the overwhelming stench of boiling indigo dye, wet wool, and open sewer trenches rose to greet them like a physical blow.

Kaelen adjusted his grip on the primary reins, shifting his weight in the heavy leather saddle to compensate for the sudden thermal updrafts rising from the crowded tenement chimneys. Below them, the district was a chaotic tangle of narrow cobblestone streets, overshadowed by precarious, multi-story buildings that leaned toward one another like exhausted drunkards. It was no place for a Heavyweight dragon. The plazas were cramped, and the alleyways were completely unnavigable for a creature of Ignatia’s immense wingspan.

Try not to crush the local architecture, Kaelen projected through their mental tether, scanning the grid of streets for a suitable landing zone. Commander Hallam wants a quiet investigation. Demolishing a block of weaver's shops will not aid our cause.

I am a creature of majestic precision, Kaelen, Ignatia sniffed, her mental voice dripping with aristocratic disdain. It is not my fault these humans build their dwellings like stacked kindling. There is a small courtyard near the western textile mill. It is disgracefully filthy, but it will suffice to accommodate my bulk.

She tucked her wings and dropped like a crimson stone, a maneuver that routinely left younger riders violently nauseous. Kaelen simply clamped his thighs against her armored flanks, moving with her as they plummeted toward a small, cobblestone square entirely choked with overflowing wooden carts. At the last possible second, Ignatia flared her massive wings. The resulting downdraft was explosive. Several empty carts were violently overturned, shattering into splinters against the brick walls, while thick clouds of soot and unspun wool were blasted into the air.

She landed with a concussive thud that rattled the glass in the surrounding windows. The local inhabitants, already terrified by the sudden shadow eclipsing their square, scattered in absolute panic, screaming and diving into the nearest doorways.

So much for a quiet investigation, Kaelen sighed internally, unbuckling his restraining straps.

I cleared the perimeter, she replied smugly, shaking a layer of ash from her dorsal spikes. You are welcome.

Kaelen slid down her shoulder, his heavy boots striking the cobblestones with a solid crack. He ignored the terrified faces peering out from behind shuttered windows and marched directly toward a narrow, claustrophobic alleyway cordoned off by five extremely nervous members of the city guard. They held pikes that trembled visibly in their hands, their eyes darting frantically between Kaelen’s crisp, imposing Citadel uniform and the towering, smoke-breathing behemoth looming directly behind him.

"Captain Kaelen, King's Aerial Corps," he announced, his voice carrying the flat, uncompromising authority of the upper echelons. "Who is the officer in charge of this perimeter?"

A stout man with a sweaty brow and a tunic that strained at the buttons stepped forward, nervously removing his iron helm. "Sergeant Yarrow, sir. We, ah, we weren't expecting the Aerial Corps. This is a local murder. We have the situation entirely under control."

Kaelen looked past the sweating sergeant. The alleyway was a muddy, debris-filled trench between two towering brick walls. The scene was an absolute disaster. The local guards had clearly trampled back and forth across the mud, obscuring any original footprints. They had even tossed their discarded food wrappers near the far wall. In the center of the mess lay the body of a man dressed in velvet and imported silk, an outfit that cost more than this entire district earned in a decade.

"You have destroyed the perimeter, Sergeant," Kaelen stated coldly, stepping past the man without waiting for permission. "You have contaminated the immediate environment, and you have failed to secure the vertical escape routes. You have nothing under control. Fall back to the main square and ensure no civilians approach my dragon."

Yarrow looked as though he wanted to argue, but Ignatia chose that exact moment to release a low, rumbling growl that vibrated through the soles of the guardsmen's boots. The sergeant paled, saluted hastily, and ordered his men to retreat.

Alone in the alley, Kaelen knelt beside the body of Lord Valerius.

The Northern diplomat was a man in his late fifties, his silver hair carefully manicured, his face locked in an expression of profound, frozen agony. Kaelen activated the small, glowing crystal embedded in the cuff of his gauntlet, casting a stark, white light over the corpse.

Commander Hallam had been correct; the lack of blood was deeply unsettling. The diplomat’s chest cavity had been violently breached. His silk doublet was shredded, exposing a massive, gaping wound right over the heart. However, the edges of the flesh were entirely blackened and cauterized, resembling the cracked surface of cooled lava. There were no defensive wounds on the diplomat's hands, no dirt beneath his fingernails to suggest a struggle. He had been struck down instantly by something incredibly fast and terrifyingly hot.

Kaelen leaned closer, his nose wrinkling. The alley smelled strongly of decaying cabbage and stale urine, but beneath that mundane filth, there was a sharp, metallic tang. It smelled like a lightning strike on a copper roof.

Ignatia, Kaelen projected, keeping his focus on the wound. What do you taste?

The massive dragon lowered her head, her snout squeezing into the narrow entrance of the alley. She inhaled deeply, her nostrils flaring. For a long moment, the telepathic tether was silent as she processed the complex atmospheric data her highly sensitive olfactory organs were gathering.

It is volatile, she finally murmured, her mental tone devoid of its usual mockery. It tastes of refined quicksilver, crushed amethyst, and a very distinct underpinning of sulfur. This was not a back-alley hedge wizard throwing cheap fireballs, Kaelen. This was a highly concentrated, localized energetic discharge. High-tier arcana. The kind of spellcraft taught in the Royal Academies, or utilized by elite foreign assassins.

Kaelen stood, brushing the mud from his knees. "A magical assassination disguised as a street robbery. The attacker killed him instantly, cauterizing the wound to prevent the scent of blood from drawing the district hounds. Then they rifled through his pockets." Kaelen noted the diplomat's inner coat lining had been slashed open, a secret pocket brutally emptied.

There is something else, Ignatia added, the telepathic pressure suddenly sharpening into a needle-point of focused attention. The residual magic is fading, but there is a secondary scent. Faint. Recent. Cedarwood, cheap gin, and the sharp tang of adrenaline. Someone is currently experiencing a profound state of panic very close by.

Kaelen's hand dropped instinctively to the hilt of his standard-issue longsword. He did not draw it, preferring to keep his posture relaxed, but his muscles coiled with sudden tension. Where?

Above you. To the left. The roof of the textile warehouse. Ignatia’s mental voice was a hunter’s purr. A heart is beating exceptionally fast. The watcher is attempting to remain still, but they are breathing heavily.

Kaelen did not look up. To look up was to surrender the element of surprise. Instead, he turned his back to the left wall, pretending to examine the cobblestones near the alley entrance. He mentally calculated the height of the warehouse, the distance to the nearest rain gutter, and the stability of the brickwork.

"Sergeant Yarrow," Kaelen called out loudly, projecting his voice toward the square. "Bring me a tarp for the body."

The moment the command echoed off the walls, Kaelen moved. He lunged backward, his boot planting firmly on the side of an overturned barrel, using the momentum to propel himself upward. He caught the rusted iron edge of a drainage pipe, his shoulder screaming in protest at the sudden exertion, and hauled himself up the side of the brick wall with the practiced, ruthless efficiency of an aerial combatant.

He vaulted over the low parapet of the roof just in time to see a shadow detach itself from the chimney stacks and sprint toward the adjacent building.

"Halt in the name of the Crown!" Kaelen bellowed, drawing his blade in a smooth, continuous motion.

The suspect did not halt. The figure was tall, clad in a long, dark coat that billowed behind him like broken wings, moving with an infuriating, liquid grace across the treacherous, moss-slicked slate tiles.

Kaelen gave chase. The rooftops of the Weaver’s District were a chaotic obstacle course of drying lines, pigeon coops, and crumbling masonry. The freezing morning air burned in Kaelen’s lungs as he pushed his body to maximum velocity. He leapt across a four-foot gap between two tenements, landing heavily on a wooden balcony that groaned under his weight, before vaulting a railing and continuing the pursuit.

He is moving toward the dye-vats on the eastern edge, Ignatia reported calmly in his mind. She had taken to the air again, a massive crimson shadow circling slowly above the district, tracking the chase with effortless precision. He is quite agile for a human. He just cleared a six-foot gap without breaking his stride. I appreciate a man with good cardiovascular health.

Focus on his trajectory, not his stamina, Kaelen snapped mentally, ducking under a line of wet linen that slapped coldly against his face.

The suspect was fast, utilizing a chaotic, improvised style of running that defied standard military pursuit tactics. He slid under pipes, bounced off chimneys, and threw heavy clay roof tiles backward to impede Kaelen's progress. Kaelen, operating on pure, disciplined endurance, simply powered through the obstacles, shattering the thrown tiles with the flat of his blade and maintaining a relentless, steady pace.

"You cannot outrun the Citadel!" Kaelen shouted, his voice hoarse.

The suspect glanced back, a flash of a surprisingly bright smile visible beneath the pulled-down brim of a slouch hat. Instead of answering, the man reached the edge of the roof and threw himself off into the empty air.

Kaelen cursed loudly, rushing to the ledge. He expected to see a broken body on the cobblestones below. Instead, the suspect had aimed perfectly for a slanted canvas awning three stories down. The man hit the canvas, slid rapidly down its length, and dropped cleanly into a narrow, winding alleyway that smelled strongly of rotting fish.

He has descended into the blind alleys behind the fish market, Ignatia informed him. Turn right at the next gargoyle, drop down to the baker's terrace, and you can intercept him at the bottleneck near the old aqueduct.

Kaelen did not hesitate. He trusted Ignatia’s aerial surveillance implicitly. He sheathed his sword, grabbed the crumbling stone wing of a terrifying gargoyle, and swung himself over the edge, dropping fifteen feet onto a flat terrace covered in flour dust. He rolled to absorb the impact, sprang to his feet, and sprinted down a narrow flight of wooden stairs, bursting into the alleyway just as the dark-coated suspect rounded the corner.

They collided with the force of two runaway carriages.

Kaelen drove his shoulder directly into the man’s chest, intending to pin him immediately to the damp brick wall. But the suspect was incredibly slippery. He twisted at the moment of impact, dissipating the kinetic energy, and used Kaelen’s own momentum to throw the officer off balance.

Kaelen stumbled forward into a puddle of brackish water but recovered instantly, pivoting on his heel to face his opponent. The suspect was already moving, pulling a pair of curved, wicked-looking throwing knives from his coat. He did not aim for Kaelen’s chest or throat. Instead, he threw them with blinding speed toward Kaelen's boots.

The blades sparked against the cobblestones, shattering small glass vials attached to their hilts. A dense, suffocating cloud of thick grey smoke erupted instantly, filling the narrow alley and blinding Kaelen completely.

Kaelen held his breath, dropping into a defensive crouch. He relied on his other senses, listening for the scuff of leather on stone. He heard a rustle of fabric to his left and lunged, his hands grasping blindly. He caught a handful of thick wool coat.

The suspect swore loudly, a melodic, theatrical sound, and twisted violently. A heavy boot caught Kaelen in the knee, a painful but non-lethal blow designed to cripple pursuit rather than cause permanent damage. Kaelen ignored the pain, wrapping his arms around the man's torso and driving him backward until they both crashed heavily into the unyielding brick wall.

The smoke began to clear on the morning breeze. Kaelen pressed his forearm firmly against the suspect's throat, pinning him in place, his other hand gripping the man’s wrist to prevent him from reaching for more hidden weapons.

"Do not move," Kaelen growled, his breath coming in heavy pants. "You are under arrest by the authority of the King’s Aerial Corps."

Now that the chase was over, Kaelen finally got a clear look at his prisoner.

The man was perhaps a year or two younger than Kaelen, coated in rooftop soot and alleyway mud, yet he somehow managed to look entirely unbothered by his current predicament. He possessed a mess of unruly, dark curls that defied gravity, and his eyes were a startling, vibrant shade of hazel, currently crinkled in genuine amusement. Despite the filthy coat, the silk shirt beneath it was of exquisite quality, though currently ruined by the damp brick.

"Well," the suspect wheezed slightly, restricted by Kaelen's forearm. "I must admit, Captain, you are remarkably persistent. And incredibly heavy. Are those boots lead-lined, or do you simply enjoy stomping on civilian architecture?"

"You were observing a murdered diplomat," Kaelen said, his voice entirely devoid of humor. "You fled from a Citadel officer. You assaulted me with alchemical smoke. Give me one reason I should not break your wrist right now."

The man smiled, a bright, dangerous expression that entirely transformed his face. "Because if you break my wrist, Captain, I won't be able to show you the incredibly important piece of evidence I just stole from the actual murderer."

Before Kaelen could process this statement, an explosion of pure, blinding, radiant warmth detonated inside his skull. It was not a physical attack. It was a telepathic intrusion of such profound intensity that Kaelen actually squeezed his eyes shut and groaned.

Suddenly, his mental landscape was flooded with phantom imagery: exploding fireworks, blooming roses, and the sound of an invisible string quartet playing a sweeping, romantic crescendo.

Oh, Ignatia breathed into his mind, her voice a hushed, reverent whisper. Oh, Kaelen. Look at him.

Ignatia, I am attempting to conduct an interrogation, Kaelen gritted his teeth, projecting a desperate wall of mental discipline to block out the imaginary violins. Stand down.

I most certainly will not, the dragon practically purred, the telepathic connection vibrating with overwhelming delight. Look at the bone structure, Kaelen! The symmetry is absolutely devastating. The sharp jawline, the roguish curls, the inherent disrespect for authority; he is magnificent. He is a walking, breathing romantic novel protagonist.

He is a murder suspect, Kaelen corrected furiously, pressing his forearm slightly harder against the man's throat just to maintain his own grip on reality.

The suspect gagged slightly but maintained his infuriating smirk. "You have a very intense glare, Captain. It is quite intimidating. Have you considered blinking?"

He is witty, too! Ignatia squealed mentally, a sound that a creature weighing twenty tons should never be able to produce. Kaelen, this is it. This is the one. I have searched the emotional auras of a thousand men in this drab city, and this one burns like a supernova of chaotic charm. You must keep him.

I am going to arrest him, Kaelen clarified to his dragon.

Yes, handcuff him! Ignatia agreed enthusiastically. I highly approve of authoritative restraints in early courtship. It establishes a fascinating dynamic.

Kaelen felt a massive migraine blooming behind his eyes. He forcefully shoved Ignatia's voice to the back of his mind, focusing entirely on the maddeningly calm rogue pinned against the wall.

"What is your name?" Kaelen demanded, his voice tight with suppressed rage.

"Elias," the man replied smoothly, offering a slight, ironic bow of his head, given his pinned state. "Elias Thorne. Purveyor of acquired goods, enthusiast of high rooftops, and currently, the victim of a terrible misunderstanding."

"You expect me to believe you are a victim?" Kaelen scoffed, shifting his grip to pull a pair of heavy iron manacles from his belt.

"I expect you to be pragmatic, Captain," Elias countered, his hazel eyes locking onto Kaelen's with sudden, piercing intelligence. "I am a thief. I steal ledgers, jewelry, and occasionally, embarrassing love letters. I do not melt the chests of high-ranking aristocrats. You saw the wound. That was a high-order localized immolation spell. Do I look like an Arch-Mage to you?"

Kaelen paused. Elias made a tactical point. The residual magic Ignatia had tasted was far beyond the capabilities of a common street thief.

"If you did not kill him," Kaelen said slowly, snapping the first heavy iron cuff around Elias's left wrist, "why were you on that roof, and what did you take?"

Elias allowed Kaelen to manipulate his wrist, making no further attempt to struggle. "I was on the roof because I had a lucrative contract to relieve Lord Valerius of a specific cipher key he was carrying. However, when I arrived, somebody had already beaten me to the punch. The alley was smoking, the diplomat was dead, and the killer was searching his pockets."

"Did you see the killer?" Kaelen asked, his investigative instincts briefly overriding his frustration.

"No, they wore a heavy cloak and a masked helm," Elias replied. "But they were interrupted by the city guard approaching. They fled, dropping this in the mud."

With his free hand, Elias reached slowly into his ruined silk shirt and produced a small, twisted piece of scorched metal. It looked like a broken clasp from a heavy cloak. It was stamped with a very specific, intricate crest: a serpent coiled around a dagger.

Kaelen recognized it immediately. It was the crest of the Royal Council of Lords. The highest governing body in the kingdom, second only to the King himself.

"I thought that might catch your attention," Elias said softly, watching Kaelen's stoic expression closely. "You have a conspiracy on your hands, Captain. A very large, very dangerous conspiracy. And I am currently the only witness who knows the killer did not get the cipher key they were looking for."

"Because you stole it from the corpse after they fled," Kaelen concluded grimly, snapping the second cuff onto Elias's right wrist.

Elias offered a brilliant, unapologetic smile. "I prefer the term 'secured it for safekeeping.' Now, are we going to stand here gazing deeply into each other's eyes all morning, or are you going to take me to a secure location before the people who melted that diplomat decide to come back and melt us?"

In the depths of Kaelen's mind, Ignatia let out a loud, triumphant cheer.

Take him back to the garrison, Kaelen, she demanded joyfully. Requisition him immediately. If you let this man out of your sight, I will personally set your mattress on fire.

Kaelen closed his eyes, took a deep breath of the foul alley air, and accepted that his quiet, predictable life was officially over.
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​Chapter 3
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The interrogation cells beneath the primary garrison of the Aerial Corps were designed to break a man’s spirit through sheer, monotonous austerity. They were located three levels below the bustling courtyards, carved directly into the ancient granite foundation of the Citadel. There were no windows down here, no natural light to mark the passage of the sun, and certainly no drafts of fresh mountain air. The atmosphere was heavy, smelling perpetually of lye soap, damp stone, and the sharp, metallic tang of old iron. It was a place built for discipline, absolute control, and the methodical extraction of the truth.

Kaelen felt a profound sense of relief as the heavy iron-bound door of Interrogation Room Four slammed shut behind him. The lock engaged with a satisfying, definitive click. After the chaotic filth of the Weaver’s District, the terrifying display of localized magical immolation, and the infuriating rooftop chase, the sterile geometry of the cell was a welcome comfort.

He stood at attention near the doorway, deliberately taking a moment to smooth the front of his uniform jacket. He brushed a faint smudge of brick dust from his lapel, his breathing finally returning to its normal, regulated rhythm.

Seated across the room, perfectly illuminated by the harsh glare of a single alchemical glow-globe suspended from the ceiling, was Elias Thorne.

The rogue did not look broken. He did not even look moderately inconvenienced. Despite being chained to a heavy, bolt-secured iron chair by the wrists and ankles, Elias had somehow managed to cross his legs at the knee. He was currently leaning back as far as the heavy chains would permit, gazing up at the damp stone ceiling with an expression of mild, detached curiosity.

"The masonry here is remarkably robust, Captain," Elias observed, his voice echoing slightly in the small, square room. "Ninth-century Dwarven construction, if I am not mistaken. Notice the distinct lack of mortar in the primary archways. They utilized a sheer friction-fit technique. It makes digging out through the walls practically impossible without a dedicated team of sappers and at least three weeks of uninterrupted labor."

Kaelen marched forward and pulled out the single wooden stool situated on his side of the heavy oak interrogation table. He sat down, his posture rigid, his spine perfectly straight. He placed his leather evidence folder onto the scarred surface of the wood, aligning its edges exactly parallel with the edge of the table.

"You possess an unusual breadth of architectural knowledge for a common thief," Kaelen stated flatly.

Elias lowered his gaze from the ceiling, his hazel eyes locking onto Kaelen with that same, infuriatingly bright spark of amusement. "I never claimed to be common, Captain. In my profession, understanding the structural integrity of a building is the difference between a successful midnight acquisition and a very sudden, very fatal drop into an empty moat. I consider it continuing education."

Kaelen ignored the bait. He reached into his pocket and retrieved the two items he had confiscated from the rogue in the alleyway. He placed them carefully on the table, side by side.

The first was the broken cloak clasp, scorched black around the edges, bearing the unmistakable coiled serpent and dagger of the Royal Council of Lords. The second was the cipher key Elias had admitted to stealing from the corpse of Lord Valerius. It was a heavy cylinder of tarnished brass, covered in complex, interlocking rings of microscopic text.

"Let us review the established facts, Mr. Thorne," Kaelen began, folding his hands precisely on top of the leather folder. "You admit to trespassing on the roof of the textile warehouse. You admit to being contracted to steal a highly sensitive diplomatic artifact. You admit to fleeing a designated crime scene, and you admit to assaulting an officer of the Crown with contraband alchemical smoke."

"I prefer to categorize the smoke as a tactical diversion," Elias corrected gently, shifting in his iron chair, the heavy chains rattling against the stone floor. "Assault implies an intent to cause bodily harm. If I had wanted to harm you, Captain, I would have aimed the throwing knives at your throat, not your boots. Your footwear simply presented the most convenient surface for a percussive detonation."

"Do not interrupt me," Kaelen said, his voice dropping a fraction of an octave, taking on the cold, authoritative tone he used to discipline unruly cadets. "Your intentions are entirely irrelevant. Your actions are crimes punishable by a minimum of ten years in the lower penal colonies. However, you also claim to possess vital information regarding a conspiracy that involves the highest governing body in the kingdom."

Kaelen tapped his index finger against the scorched silver clasp. "You suggest the individual who murdered Lord Valerius was an agent of the Royal Council. You suggest the localized immolation spell was deployed to hide their involvement. If you expect me to believe this narrative, you are going to provide me with the exact identity of your employer, the name of the assassin, and a comprehensive explanation of how you managed to survive being within twenty feet of a high-tier magical discharge without suffering acute arcane poisoning."

Elias did not answer immediately. He stared at the two items on the table, his playful demeanor finally beginning to recede, replaced by a sharp, calculating intensity. He tilted his head, his dark curls falling across his forehead, and looked at Kaelen with a gaze that felt uncomfortably piercing.

Before Elias could speak, a familiar, overwhelming pressure bloomed at the base of Kaelen's skull.

He is considering whether or not he can trust you, Kaelen, Ignatia’s voice echoed in his mind, smooth and resonant as heavily poured wine.

Kaelen kept his face entirely expressionless, a practiced skill developed over years of serving alongside a highly opinionated telepathic reptile. I am currently conducting an official interrogation, Ignatia. I instructed you to remain in the upper aerie bay and allow the quartermaster to finish oiling your scales.

The quartermaster smells of fear and cheap cabbage, she retorted dismissively. Furthermore, he uses an inadequate amount of elbow grease near my dorsal ridges. I have repositioned myself to the courtyard directly above your holding cells. The stone is thick, but your emotional resonance is practically screaming through the bedrock.

Kaelen felt a sudden, profound spike of anxiety. You are in the lower courtyard? Ignatia, that area is designated for cavalry exercises, not Heavyweight dragons. You will crush the mounting blocks.

The horses have wisely chosen to vacate the premises, Ignatia informed him, a distinct note of smug satisfaction in her mental tone. Now, stop lecturing me on military zoning regulations and look at the man’s hands. He is a tactile thinker. He is trying to decide if you are a rigid, unimaginative bureaucrat who will simply hang him for theft, or if you possess the intellectual flexibility to see the larger picture.

Kaelen refused to look at Elias's hands. He maintained strict eye contact with the rogue. "I am waiting for an answer, Mr. Thorne."

Elias sighed, a slow, deliberate sound. He leaned forward as far as the manacles allowed, his forearms resting heavily against the iron restraints. "Captain, your assessment of the crime scene was commendable for a soldier, but it was fundamentally flawed. You smelled the ozone. Your majestic, terrifying beast tasted the amethyst and the quicksilver. You both concluded the immolation spell was the murder weapon."

"The victim's chest cavity was completely hollowed out and cauterized by raw magic," Kaelen countered, his jaw tightening. "It does not require a profound leap of logic to determine the cause of death."

"It requires a leap of logic to determine the sequence of events," Elias corrected softly. He raised his right hand, ignoring the heavy iron cuff wrapped around his wrist, and pointed a single, dirt-stained finger toward the cipher key. "Lord Valerius was a senior diplomat from the Northern Marches. The Northern nobility are notoriously paranoid. They weave protective wards directly into their clothing. Basic kinetic shields, localized dampening fields, emergency displacement runes; the man was a walking fortress."

Kaelen frowned, his tactical mind engaging against his will. Elias was correct. A high-ranking diplomat would never travel unprotected. "A direct immolation spell would have triggered a massive kinetic backlash. The alleyway walls would have been shattered by the displacement of energy, not merely scorched."

"Exactly," Elias smiled, a genuine expression of approval that made Kaelen’s stomach twist uncomfortably. "The killer bypassed the wards completely. They did not attack him with magic. Not initially. They bumped into him in the crowd near the market entrance. A simple slip of the hand, a tiny scratch from a hidden needle coated in Ghost-Orchid extract."

Kaelen felt his blood run cold. Ghost-Orchid extract was not a street poison. It was a highly regulated, incredibly expensive neurotoxin cultivated exclusively in the royal greenhouses. It did not kill. It paralyzed the victim entirely, freezing the lungs and the vocal cords within seconds, while leaving the mind completely aware.

"The diplomat was paralyzed," Elias continued, his voice dropping to a harsh whisper. "He could not speak the command words to activate his defensive runes. The killer dragged him into the alley, slashed open his coat, and searched him for the cipher key. But they could not find it, because I had already lifted it from his pocket during a fabricated collision ten minutes earlier."

Elias leaned back, the chains rattling loudly. "The killer panicked. They knew the city guard patrolled the district regularly. They needed to destroy the evidence of the Ghost-Orchid, because that specific poison points directly to the highest echelons of the aristocracy. So, they used a localized immolation scroll to burn the injection site, the heart, and the remaining poison in his bloodstream, effectively disguising a surgical political assassination as a messy, brutal magical attack."

Kaelen stared at the rogue, processing the information. The theory was flawless. It accounted for the lack of a magical struggle, the missing cipher key, and the specific, terrifying nature of the wound. It also meant Kaelen was currently holding a piece of evidence that could potentially bring down the King’s own council.

"How do you know this?" Kaelen demanded, his voice dangerously low. "How does a common thief recognize the methodology of an aristocratic assassin?"

Elias offered a bitter, fleeting smile, the first sign of genuine vulnerability Kaelen had seen from him. "Because, Captain, the people who hired me to steal the cipher key were the exact same people who sent the assassin to ensure Lord Valerius never spoke to the King. I was meant to be the scapegoat. The convenient, disposable rogue caught at the scene of the crime."

He is telling the truth, Ignatia chimed in, her telepathic voice suddenly entirely serious, dropping the frivolous, romantic tone she usually favored. His heart rate is steady, but there is a profound undercurrent of genuine anger and fear radiating from him. He has been betrayed, Kaelen. He is a rogue, yes, but he operates under a specific code, and someone has violently violated it.

Kaelen digested his dragon's assessment. Ignatia was an absolute terror regarding matters of the heart, but she was an infallible lie detector. If she said Elias was telling the truth about the conspiracy, the conspiracy was real.

"If your employers intended to frame you," Kaelen said slowly, watching Elias carefully, "why did you not simply flee the city the moment you realized the trap had been sprung? Why linger on the roof?"

Elias shrugged, a casual gesture that belied the tension in his shoulders. "Professional pride, Captain. I do not appreciate being used as a sacrificial pawn. I lingered because I wanted to see the face of the man who tried to set me up. Unfortunately, you arrived before I could get a clear look beneath his hood. And now, I am chained to a chair in a sunless dungeon, attempting to convince a man whose primary personality trait is 'inflexible duty' that we are on the same side."

"We are not on the same side, Mr. Thorne," Kaelen said coldly. He picked up his pen and opened his leather folder to a fresh sheet of parchment. "You are a criminal asset. You will provide a full written testimony detailing your contacts, your dead drops, and the exact method by which you received this contract. If your information leads to the successful apprehension of the conspirators, I will recommend leniency to the magistrate. If you refuse, I will throw you in the oubliette and let you rot."

Elias stared at Kaelen for a long moment, his hazel eyes completely unreadable. Then, he let out a short, sharp laugh.

"Captain Kaelen," Elias said, his voice dripping with pure, unadulterated amusement. "You have a fundamental misunderstanding of our current dynamic."

Before Kaelen could react, Elias twisted his right wrist sharply. There was a faint, metallic click. The heavy iron manacle, designed by Citadel engineers to hold violent criminals securely, sprang open, falling to the floor with a deafening clang.

Kaelen lunged across the table, his hand instantly grasping the hilt of his sword, but Elias was already moving. He did not attack. He simply reached into his collar with his newly freed hand, pulled out a tiny, curved sliver of hardened steel wire, and swiftly inserted it into the locking mechanism of his left cuff. A second click followed, and his left hand was free.

He remained seated, calmly dropping the steel wire onto the table next to the Royal Council clasp.

"You did not search my hair, Captain," Elias pointed out gently, rubbing his bruised wrists. "A rookie mistake. The curls are excellent for hiding lockpicks."

Kaelen drew his sword exactly three inches from its scabbard, the hiss of steel echoing loudly in the small room. "If you stand up, I will cut you down."

"I have no intention of standing up," Elias replied, remaining perfectly still, his hands resting clearly on the tabletop. "I am simply demonstrating my value. You are a brilliant soldier, Captain, but you are out of your depth. You operate in a world of strict rules, clear chains of command, and overwhelming force. The men who murdered Lord Valerius operate in the shadows. They use poisons you have never heard of, ciphers you cannot crack, and politics you are not equipped to navigate."

Elias leaned forward again, his eyes locking onto Kaelen's. "You need me. You need my contacts in the undercity, you need my knowledge of the black market, and you need someone who knows how to break the rules effectively. You cannot dismantle a corrupt Council by filling out standard requisition forms."

Kaelen gripped the hilt of his sword, his knuckles turning white. His tactical mind screamed that Elias was correct. A uniformed Citadel officer marching through the lower city asking questions about a Royal Council conspiracy would be dead within a week. He needed a guide, a shadow, a completely unofficial asset.

His rigid adherence to protocol, however, revolted at the idea.

"I do not partner with thieves," Kaelen stated firmly, pushing the sword back into its scabbard with a sharp click. "I will lock you in a reinforced cell, I will place a twenty-four-hour guard on your door, and I will investigate this matter using authorized Citadel resources."

A profound silence descended upon the interrogation room. Elias simply looked at him, a disappointed sigh escaping his lips.

Then, the floor beneath Kaelen’s boots began to vibrate.

It was a deep, seismic rumble, the kind of tremor that preceded a massive rockfall in the high mountains. A thin shower of ancient dust drifted down from the vaulted ceiling. The heavy iron door of the cell rattled violently in its frame.

You are being an idiot, Kaelen, Ignatia’s voice roared in his mind, carrying the concussive force of an artillery barrage.

"What is that?" Elias asked, his calm demeanor finally cracking as he gripped the edges of the table, looking up at the groaning ceiling.

"That is my dragon," Kaelen ground out between clenched teeth, his hands pressing against his temples. "She is currently expressing her displeasure."

He is the key to the investigation! Ignatia projected, her mental voice vibrating with absolute certainty and a terrifying amount of impatience. He possesses necessary skills, he understands the enemy, and he has excellent bone structure. I will not allow you to lock him in a dungeon simply because your rigid sense of morality is offended by his profession.
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