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            To be spared is mercy.
To be chosen is something else entirely.

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 – The Firestorm
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The sky burned first.

Not with dragonfire—at least, not yet—but with the sickly orange glow of signal flares streaking across the clouds. Three in quick succession. The pattern for target located. The pattern for no turning back.

I crouched on the ridge and watched them stain the night. The wind tore at my braids and tugged cold fingers through the seams in my armor, but my palms were hot, tingling with the itch of magic that wanted out.

“Knight.”

My name—my rank—snapped like a command. I glanced back. Captain Rourke ducked behind the rock beside me, visor up, scarred mouth pulled into a thin line. His eyes were on the valley below, not on me.

“Visual confirmation?” he asked.

“Not yet,” I said. “I can feel him, though.”

The whole canyon hummed, like the moment before a storm breaks. Magic prickled under my skin, responding to something vast and old moving just out of sight.

Rourke snorted. “Witch intuition. I’ll take steel and coordinates.”

“You’ll get both if you stop talking and let me listen.”

He grunted, which in Captain Rourke language meant begrudging approval. I tuned him out and let my senses go slack, the way my instructors had drilled into me until it was muscle memory.

Breathe in.
Let the world in with it.
Find the wrongness.
The Syndicate called it “attunement.” My grandmother had just called it “trouble.”

Ash and cold stone, smoke from the campfires below, the sharp tang of metal and oil. Beneath all that—fainter, older—heat. Not the simple heat of flame, but something living. Hot enough that it had a flavor—copper and ozone and the barest hint of something wild.

My fingers curled against the rock. “He’s here,” I whispered. “He’s close.”

Rourke’s visor snapped down. “Then this is it, Knight. You bind the bastard, we drag him back in chains, and the war ends before winter. You screw it up...”

He didn’t finish. He didn’t have to. I’d seen what dragonfire did to flesh. To cities. To children who hadn’t realized yet that the monster overhead wasn’t just a story.

“I won’t screw it up,” I said. “You’ll have your dragon, Captain.”

He clapped my shoulder, heavy gauntlet rattling my bones. “That’s why they made you a Knight, Christine. Don’t make me regret defending you in those briefings.”

He pulled back from the ridge, heading toward the line of Syndicate soldiers hunkered down behind makeshift barricades. Rifles glinted faintly. Spellcasters muttered over talismans. The air stank of fear trying very hard to pretend it was courage.

I stayed there a moment longer, watching. The valley floor below was a scar carved through black rock, a narrow river snaking through it like a strip of tarnished silver. Our forces were dug in along the far side, floodlights mounted on trucks pointed at the canyon mouth.

Waiting for a god to walk through.

No, not a god. I swallowed hard. A beast. That’s what the Syndicate drilled into us from the first day: dragons aren’t people. Not anymore. Not after what they did.

I touched the thin, twisted scar that curled along my left forearm, the ghost of heat there. Dragonfire caught me once, when I was twelve and too slow to pull a boy out of a burning house. If I closed my eyes, I could still hear him screaming.

I opened my eyes instead and slid down the ridge.

As I dropped into the shallow trench behind our front line, the murmur of voices surged around me—snatches of prayers, curses, someone laughing too loud. A young soldier glanced at my sigil-marked gauntlets and quickly looked away, like my magic might leak if he met my eyes.

Christine Knight, witch-soldier. Asset. Weapon.

“That her?” someone whispered as I passed. “The Binder?”

“If she gets him, they’ll pin medals on her bones,” another voice muttered back. “If she doesn’t, there won’t be bones to pin them on.”

I ignored them and walked to the circle I’d drawn earlier; a rough ring of chalk and crushed bone etched into the rock, symbols scrawled along the inner rim. It looked flimsy, sitting there like a harmless pattern. It could unmake a god if I did it right.

Or unmake me if I didn’t.

No pressure.

I stepped into the center of the circle. The runes warmed under my boots, responding to my presence. I lifted my hands and felt the air shift, weightless and heavy all at once.

“Positions!” Rourke’s voice carried over the hum of generators. “Eyes on that canyon mouth! When he shows, we give the witch her opening. Do not fire once she initiates the bind—unless you want to die choking on your own lungs.”

They quieted. Even the wind seemed to hold its breath.

The world narrowed to a single black cut in the rock. The canyon mouth yawned like a wound.

And then I heard it.

A low, distant rumble, too deep to be thunder, too steady to be rockfall. It rolled through the ground and climbed up my bones.

Someone swore under their breath. Another soldier whispered, “Saints have mercy...”

The rumble became a roar.

The dragon stepped out of the darkness.

For a heartbeat, all I saw was motion—a blur of shadow and molten gold, wings half-furled, scales catching the floodlights in jagged flares of copper and crimson. He was huge, even crouched low, claws digging into rock, tail lashing.

The air around him wavered with heat. Not simple warmth—this was furnace-heat, forge-heat, the kind that made metal glow and bone go soft.

“Hold!” Rourke bellowed. “Hold your—”

Someone fired too early.

The crack of the rifle shot shattered the spell of silence. The bullet sparked harmlessly off a scale. The dragon’s head snapped toward the line, eyes flaring like twin suns.

He roared again, and this time it wasn’t distant. It was right there. It tore through the air, through my chest, through the circle. Ancient rage, pure and bright.

Then the fire came.

He exhaled, and the world went white-gold.

Flame washed over the barricades, over trucks, over men scrambling for cover. Shields flared to life, wards blazing blue where the fire struck. Some held. Some didn’t.

I felt the heat slap against the invisible wall of my circle, felt my sigils drink it in, turning it into fuel. The runes at my feet pulsed, lines brightening from chalk-white to angry red.

“Now, Knight!” Rourke’s voice, hoarse and too close to panic.

I lifted my hands. Power surged up my spine, down my arms, pouring into the circle. The runes responded, lines twisting, joining, reaching outward like grasping roots.

“By ash and bone,” I intoned, voice low, the words older than the Syndicate that had weaponized them. “By oath and chain. By blood freely spilled and flame freely given—”

The dragon swept fire across our ranks again, but his gaze flicked to me. To the circle. To the glow at my feet.

He recognized the trap.

His wings snapped open, throwing shockwaves through the air. He lunged—not away, but toward me, toward the circle.

Of course he did. Dragons didn’t run from spells; they broke them.

“Christine!” Rourke shouted. “Finish it!”

“I am trying,” I gritted out.

Power coiled around my fingers, hot and heavy. I pushed it into the earth, into the sigils, forcing the binding lines outward, reaching for him. Invisible chains seeking a soul.

The circle’s light stretched, a net of red threads lashing out like lightning. They touched his front claws, his chest, the underside of his throat—

The world hiccuped.

For a split second, I saw him with terrifying clarity: not as a monster, but as something fierce and alive. Scars along his muzzle. A notch missing from one horn. Oily black blood dripping from a wound in his side that we hadn’t given him.

Then he roared, and everything exploded.

His fire met my binding at the exact same heartbeat. He barreled into the circle instead of stopping at its edge, claws slamming into my sigils and smearing them with blood and flame. The runes twisted, lines breaking and reforming in patterns I didn’t recognize.

“Wait—” I tried to cut the spell, tried to pull back the power—

Too late.

The magic snapped.

It didn’t lash around him the way it was supposed to. It turned inward, folding like a collapsing star, claws closing over both of us.

I felt something tear, not in my body but deeper. A hot hook sank into my chest, through my sternum, into my heart. Another hook dug into something else just beyond my skin—another heartbeat, another presence.

The world vanished in white fire.

I didn’t hear my own scream over the roar. I didn’t feel it when my knees hit the ground, or when I slammed into scaled muscle, or when stone shattered under us.

For a long time, there was only burning. Not on my skin—inside me. In my blood. In my bones. My heart pounded so hard it hurt, like it was trying to hammer its way out of my ribs.

Mine—not mine. Mine—not mine. Two pulses, overlapping, stumbling over each other.

Then darkness rushed in, swallowing the fire whole.

🔥🔥🔥

I woke to silence.

For a moment I thought I’d gone deaf. My ears rang faintly, but the screams, the gunfire, the roar of flame—they were gone. The air was hot and sharp with smoke, but no new fire chewed through it.

I was lying on my back, staring up at a sky smeared with smoke and dying flares. Every breath scraped my lungs like sandpaper.

I tried to sit up. Pain lanced through my ribs, bright and sharp. I gasped—and somewhere, a voice low and rough snarled in response.

Not out loud. Not in the air.

Inside.

I froze. My heart slammed once, twice—and on the third beat, I felt it: an echo. A second heartbeat, out of sync with mine, hammering just under my own.

“Saints,” I whispered. “What did I do?”

The rock beneath me was cracked, a shallow crater spiderwebbing outward. My circle was gone, scorched away, only blackened streaks where the runes had been. The barricades in the distance were charred, some melted, shapes moving among them like stunned ghosts.

Closer, within arm’s reach, lay a man.

He was sprawled on his side, one wing half-shifted into tatters of shadow and golden scale before fading back into flesh. Bare-chested, skin smeared with soot and blood, muscles cut from hard lines and old scars. Dark hair, sweat-plastered to his forehead. A man you might find in a tavern at midnight, if you ignored the faint shimmer of scales along his ribs and the heat shimmering faintly from his skin.

He was chained to the rock with bands of my magic. Red lines glowed where they wrapped his wrists and throat. They pulsed weakly, as if the spell itself was exhausted.

His eyes were closed.

He didn’t look like a monster. He looked... tired. Dangerous, even unconscious. Beautiful, in a way that made my stomach knot.

As I stared, his lashes flickered. Golden eyes opened, molten and sharp, pupils narrowing like a cat’s. They focused on me, and the echo-heartbeat pounded against my ribs in time with his.

“You,” he rasped.

My mouth went dry. “Drake Varyn,” I said, because saying his name made him less myth, more target. “By order of the Syndicate, you are—”

My voice broke as a hot knife stabbed through my chest. He grunted, jaw tensing. The same pain rippled across his face.

We both froze.

I moved my hand an inch, fingers trembling. His hand twitched in response, the same inch, the same tremor.

“Oh, no,” I whispered.

Slowly, like I was trying not to spook a wild animal, I lifted my right arm. My sleeve had been burned away from wrist to elbow. Black soot streaked my skin—except where a symbol glowed, faint but unmistakable, burned into the inside of my wrist.

A circle, broken and rejoined. A line of runes spiraled inward, ending in a tiny flame sigil.

On Drake’s wrist, where my magic still bound him, the same mark flickered to life, golden-red.

His gaze dropped to it, then back to me. Understanding dawned in those molten eyes, followed by something that might have been horror—or dark amusement.

“You tried to chain me,” he said softly. His voice crawled over my skin like embers. “But you bound yourself instead.”

He let his head fall back against the rock and laughed, rough and breathless. “Congratulations, witch. You just tied your life to a dragon.”

My heart hammered. His answered.

The echo-beat thudded in my ears like war drums, like a countdown.

And for the first time in my life, I couldn’t tell where my heartbeat ended and his began.
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Chapter 2 – The Chain Between Us
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The first thing I noticed when consciousness staggered back was the taste of ash.

It coated my tongue, clung to the roof of my mouth, settled gritty at the back of my throat. The second thing was pain—a deep, bruised ache radiating from my ribs, like something massive had stepped on my chest and decided I made a good doormat.

The third thing was that my heart wasn’t beating alone.

I lay still, eyes closed, and listened.

Thump.
...Thump.
Thump. Thump.
Two rhythms. Not perfectly aligned—one just a fraction behind the other, like an echo trying to catch up. Every time mine stuttered, the other jumped. When I tried to breathe deeper, both kicks faltered at the same time.

Fear is a cold thing, usually. This wasn’t. This was hot, electric, crawling under my skin like sparks.

I forced my eyes open.

The sky above me was a patchwork of smoke and bruised dawn, streaks of dirty orange leaking through torn clouds. The flares were gone; only their smeared ghosts remained. The floodlights we’d set up along the ridge flickered weakly, some shattered, some melted, some still trying to pretend everything was fine.

Nothing was fine.

I pushed my palm against the rock, intending to sit up, and jerked to a halt as something yanked my arm back hard enough to drag my shoulder in its socket.

“What the—”

I turned my head.

That was when I saw the chain.

It wasn’t metal. Metal didn’t glow. Metal didn’t hum under your skin.

From the inside of my wrist, where the spell mark burned like a fresh brand, a thin band of reddish-gold light extended outward, hovering a few inches above the ground before arcing toward—

Oh.

Him.

Drake Varyn sat slumped against a slab of broken stone a short distance away, the other end of the light-chain wrapped around his wrist. It clung to him like a cuff, runes crawling along the surface in a lazy, molten spiral. Every time he breathed, the sigils brightened, then dimmed.

He was half-shifted and half-not, frozen between the forms like the world couldn’t decide which version of him it hated more. Human skin mottled with patches of faint scale along his ribs and shoulders. His wings were gone, leaving only phantom heat shimmering behind him. Horns receded, leaving dark curls damp with sweat and soot.

He looked... wrong. Wrong because he was here, on the ground, not miles up in the sky raining fire. Wrong because dragons weren’t supposed to fit inside human bodies and yet here he was, massive frame folded into something almost ordinary.

Almost.

His eyes were closed, lashes dark against smoke-streaked skin. His chest rose and fell steadily, stubbornly. Each breath tugged at my wrist.

My heart gave a hard, disbelieving kick.

The echo answered in his chest. I felt it. Like someone had reached inside me, grabbed my pulse, and tied it to his with a knot that wouldn’t come loose.

No.

I swallowed down rising panic, ignored the pain in my ribs, and dragged myself upright. The world blurred, sharpened, then blurred again. My head rang like someone had pitched me into a bell tower and used me for practice.

The battlefield around us looked like a god had gotten bored and scraped a hand through it.

The barricades where Rourke’s line had stood were twisted heaps of metal and char. Trucks skewed at odd angles, windshields melted, tires puddled into black lumps. Bodies lay scattered like discarded dolls, some in Syndicate uniforms, some reduced to shapes I refused to name.

My spell circle—my perfect, approved, triple-checked circle—was nothing but a black scar on the rock, the runes burned deeper into stone where they’d exploded inward. The earth around us was cracked in a rough, shallow crater where dragon and witch had collided.

The flares had stopped. The radios were silent. The world felt hollow.

“Saints,” I whispered. “What did we do?”

My voice rasped like broken glass. It was enough to stir him.

Drake’s fingers twitched, muscles in his forearm flexing beneath soot. The chain between us gave a low, warning hum. A moment later his eyes opened.

Everything in me went very still.

In human form, his eyes weren’t supposed to look like that. I’d seen sketches in training—grainy surveillance shots, panicked drawings from survivors, careful diagrams in Syndicate reports—but none of them captured it.

They weren’t just gold. They were molten. Light pooled around the pupils like liquid metal, ringed with an outer band of faint, flickering red. When he focused them fully on me, it felt like being pinned to the ground by a spotlight.

For a heartbeat, neither of us moved.

Then, slowly, he lifted his bound wrist and squinted at the glow.

“Ah,” he said, voice rough with smoke and exhaustion. “That explains the headache.”

His gaze traveled along the band of light to where it wrapped around my wrist. I resisted the urge to hide it behind my back.

“You,” he said.

The word wasn’t a question. It hit my chest like a mark.

“Drake Varyn,” I managed, because procedure was safer than panic. “By order of the Syndicate High Council, you are under arrest. You will be transported to—”

The chain pulsed, hard.

Pain spiked straight through my ribs, sharp enough to snatch the breath from my lungs. Drake flinched at the same time, hand flying to his chest.

We both froze. His fingers splayed where mine wanted to. The ache in my sternum matched the tension in his jaw.

“Oh, that’s unfortunate,” he murmured.

I ground my teeth. “What did you do?”

His brows rose lazily. “You’re the one who drew the circle, witch.”

“My name,” I snapped, more from fear than anger, “is Christine Knight.”

“Christine,” he repeated, tasting it, the syllables curling out slow and smoky. “Fitting.”

“For what?” I demanded.

His gaze flicked from my face to my wrist and back. “For someone who thought she was binding a dragon and ended up chaining herself instead.”

I looked down.

Up close, the mark on my wrist looked worse.

The skin was unbroken, but it might as well have been carved into bone. A circle of tiny interlocking runes formed a ring just above the pulse-point, each sigil hooked to the next, none of them in the exact position they’d been in the manuals.

At the center of the ring, a flame sigil burned faintly. Every time my heart beat, it flared. Every time Drake’s heart beat, it pushed back.

I swallowed bile.

“This is a binding,” I said, more to myself than to him. “Soul-level. Experimental, but—”

“But it wasn’t meant to take two souls and braid them together,” he finished. “You tried to force a cage around a dragon. You didn’t give the magic enough room to decide who it belonged to.”

He tilted his head, watching me with unnerving interest. “So it chose both.”

“Magic doesn’t choose,” I snapped, hearing the tremor under the words.

“Everything chooses,” he said quietly. “Fire most of all.”

I refused to let that sink in. “Fine. Then we un-choose it. We sever the link.”

Drake’s mouth curved in a humorless half-smile. “You can’t sever a soul chain, Christine. You can only break it.”

“Same thing.”

“No.” His gaze sharpened, all traces of amusement gone. “Breaking a chain like this breaks one of its anchors. You want to be free? One of us dies.”

The wind shifted, dragging a curtain of smoke between us and what remained of the ridge. Far off, something crashed—a weakened girder giving up, or the last of a tower collapsing. The air tasted metallic.

“You’re lying,” I said.

He shrugged, or tried to; the motion tugged the chain, dragging my arm an inch closer to him. Our marks pulsed in unison, a faint glow jumping between them.

“I don’t have to lie to you,” he said. “If you die, I die. If I die, you...” He looked me over slowly, gaze traveling from my bruised throat to my busted armor to the white-knuckled grip on my knife. “...become what the bond leaves behind. You wouldn’t enjoy it.”

I hated that my curiosity flared even as my stomach twisted. “What does it leave behind?”

He smiled without humor. “Fire.”

A short list of worse answers existed. Not many.

I dragged my gaze away from him and focused on something I could control: inventory.

I still had my sidearm, though the barrel was warped from the heat. The spare mags on my belt were intact. My knife, standard-issue, nicked but usable. The small pack at my hip still held two vials of focus tonic, one minor healing capsule, and a cumbersome, palm-sized charm etched with emergency recall sigils.

The charm’s crystal inlay was cracked.

Perfect.

I picked it up anyway, thumb skating over the fracture, and whispered the activation phrase. For a second, the sigils flickered, trying to stir. Then the crack flared bright and the whole thing went dark.

Dead. Like our comms. Like our backup.

Like my chances of Rourke marching over the ridge right now and dragging Drake off on a leash while I explained why my spell had decided to be creative.

I sat back on my heels, the rock biting through my ruined trousers, and laughed once—a short, humorless sound.

Drake watched me in that unnerving, patient way. “You find something funny about this?”

“Only that if I get us killed,” I said, more to the air than to him, “they’ll still write it up as dereliction of duty.”

“‘They’ being?” he asked.

“The Syndicate,” I said automatically.

His mouth tightened in a way that told me he’d expected exactly that answer.

“I see,” he said. “So I’m not just your prisoner. I’m your redemption.”

“You’re my assignment,” I said. “You’re the last known dragon in Syndicate territory. They want you. I bring you in, they get their trophy, the war ends, everybody goes home.”

“To what?” he asked.

I opened my mouth, then closed it.

Home.

The word conjured a cramped apartment two levels below street view, a cot that smelled faintly of disinfectant, a metal box where I kept my grandmother’s half-burned prayer book and my old, scorched medallion from the village that no longer existed. A place I passed through more often than I lived in.

“Doesn’t matter,” I said. “Soldiers don’t ask what’s on the other side of the war. They just make sure there is one.”

Something flickered in his expression. Pity, maybe. Or contempt.

“You sound like the rest of them,” he murmured. “They took everything from you and taught you to thank them for the opportunity.”

I stiffened. “They took me in. They trained me. Without the Syndicate, I’d be a charred smear on a wall in a village no one remembers.”

He nodded slowly, like he’d expected that too. “And in return, they get to point you where they want and say, ‘Burn.’”

The mark on my wrist pulsed, hot and stinging, like it objected to his tone.

“Enough,” I snapped. “We’re wasting time. We need high ground, cover, and a functioning comms relay. There’s an outpost two klicks north with a backup array and med supplies. We go there. They’ll have a way to stabilize the bond until—”

“Until they find a way to cut a dragon into parts and stuff the pieces into weapons?” he interrupted mildly.

“Until better casters than me can untangle this,” I said through my teeth. “You’re coming with me. We can do this the easy way or the hard way.”

He looked around at the shattered valley, then back at me. “Witch, we are already well past the easy way.”

I pushed myself fully to my feet. My legs trembled, but they held. The world tilted left and then right, then settled. I tugged at the chain.

“Move, Varyn.”

He rose, unhurried as a tree deciding to stand. Up close, he was taller than I’d guessed—six and a half feet, maybe more, all lean muscle and coiled potential. Old scars crossed newer wounds along his chest and arms, some straight and clean like blade work, others jagged like claw marks.

Not all of those were from us.

Heat radiated off him in a steady halo. When he stepped closer, the bond humming between us, some of that warmth seeped into my chilled bones.

Annoying.

He took one step forward, then another, testing the limit of the chain. The light-band stretched, shimmering, but never more than a few feet long.

“So.” His tone was conversational, but his eyes never stopped scanning our surroundings. “If you decide to run, I’m dragged with you. If I fly, you burn from the inside out. If one of us falls into a ravine—”

“I get the picture,” I said. “We stay upright. We stay alive. We work around it.”

He gave a soft, amused huff. “Practical. I appreciate that in someone I’m doomed to die with.”

“You’re not doomed,” I said. “Not if we’re smart.”

“You mean if you are,” he corrected.

My hand twitched toward my knife. The chain brightened, as if sensing the spark of violence.

“I mean exactly what I said,” I replied.

We started walking.

The first few steps were a lesson in unwanted intimacy. The bond transmitted more than just heartbeat. It carried the subtle shifts of his balance, the way his stride lengthened when the ground sloped, the moment his muscles tensed just before stepping over debris I hadn’t yet seen.

By the time we climbed back to the ridge line, I knew three things:

One, my left knee hurt more than I’d realized.
Two, he was favoring his right side, though he hid it well.
Three, every time he winced, my chest tightened like something inside me hated seeing him in pain.
That third thing made me want to punch the bond in the face. If it had one.

The ridge offered a grim panorama. The Syndicate staging camp, where we’d eaten breakfast under gray skies and bad coffee just hours before, was mostly gone. Tents reduced to black curls, vehicles overturned, comms towers melted down to skeletal frames.

A few figures moved among the wreckage. Survivors. Wounded. I caught sight of Rourke’s broad silhouette at one point, limping between two medics, yelling at someone to get the backup shield arrays online before the next wave.

Relief hit me so hard I almost staggered.

Drake tilted his head. “Friends of yours?”

“Co-workers,” I said. “And if they see you, they’ll shoot first and ask questions when you’re a lab sample.”

“And if they see you chained to me?” he asked.

I hesitated.

Rourke’s face flashed behind my eyes—not as he’d been this morning, confident, giving orders, but as he’d be if he saw this. If he saw the bond. The Syndicate didn’t like rogue magic. They liked control. Discipline. Predictable weapons.

There was nothing predictable about this.

“They won’t see us,” I decided. “We skirt the ridge, drop behind the eastern outcropping, and head for the outpost from the back side of the canyon.”

“That’s away from your people,” Drake said.

“And away from you being turned into dragon jerky,” I shot back. “You’re not useful to the Syndicate if you’re already carved into souvenirs.”

His expression shifted, just a fraction. “Interesting.”

“What is?”

“You still speak of them as if you care what’s useful to them,” he said.

I tightened my jaw and started moving along the ridge’s shadowed edge. He fell into step beside me, the tether humming between us, our pace forced into a compromise.

As we moved, the murmur of voices and crackle of fires faded behind rock. The further we got from the camp, the more the landscape turned from battlefield to wild country—jagged stone, sparse scrub, the occasional twisted tree clinging to cracks like it didn’t know how to let go.

“Did your kind always talk this much?” I asked at one point, more to break the pressure in my chest than because I cared.

“Only when someone threatens to drag us into enemy territory,” he said mildly. “I’m evaluating my options.”

“You don’t have options,” I said. “You’re chained to me. I’m chained to you. We move together or we bleed together. That’s how this works.”

“Chains can be broken,” he said.

“Not without killing us both, you said.”

He glanced sideways at me. “There are more graceful words for what happens when fire consumes what’s left in its path. But yes.”

“You’re a real comfort, you know that?”

“Dragons aren’t known for their bedside manner.”

I snorted despite myself. It came out half a cough.

My chest hurt. My lungs burned. I chalked it up to smoke and exertion and definitely not to the way my body kept trying to synchronize with his.
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Chapter 3 – The Dragon’s Defiance
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After another hundred yards, my injured knee gave an unpleasant throb. I tried to ignore it. The bond did not.

Drake slowed.

“Don’t,” I said through gritted teeth. “We need distance. If the Syndicate sends scouts—”

“They will,” he agreed. “Which is why limping loudly along a ridge makes you an easy target.”

He stopped altogether, forcing me to stop as well unless I wanted my arm wrenched out of its socket.

I whirled on him. “Keep moving or I’ll—”

“You’ll what?” he asked quietly. “Warn your army where you are? Alert them to your little mishap, so they can drag you in with me and decide which of us to dissect first?”

The words landed like blows.

“You don’t know anything about them,” I said. “Or me.”

“I know enough,” he replied. His gaze dropped, for the first time, to the faint, burned-silver scar along my forearm—the one that curled like a crooked smile from wrist to elbow. “That mark is old. Dragonfire. You survived it as a child?”

“How did—”

“The way you flinched, when I breathed fire.” His voice softened. “I can feel it through the bond. Memory tastes like smoke and bone, did you know that?”

I wanted to scream. Or hit him. Or both.

“Stay out of my head,” I snapped.

He shook his head once. “That isn’t how this works.”

He stepped closer, slow enough that I could have backed away if I wanted to. I didn’t. Pride rooted me to the rock.

He lifted his free hand—slowly, open-palmed, like you’d approach a skittish animal—and hovered his fingers above my forearm, not touching, just close enough that I felt the heat of him.

The mark there—the old burn—tingled.

“This scar sings when the bond hums,” he said. “Fire remembers fire. You were touched once and lived. That kind of survival leaves a mark on more than the flesh. The Syndicate would have seen potential in that.”

“They saw someone worth training,” I said.

“They saw someone who couldn’t be burned away,” he corrected. “So they decided to aim you like a weapon.”

A memory rose unbidden: standing in a training circle at sixteen, hands shaking as I tried to channel flame through the carved sigils at my feet. An instructor walking slow circles around me, voice low and even.

You are not here because you are loved, Knight. You are here because you are not disposable. Do you understand the difference?

I shoved the memory back into its box and slammed the lid.

“Enough,” I said again, harsher. “Whatever you think you know, save it. We aren’t allies. This isn’t a confession circle. I need you alive and contained until we find someone who can undo this. That’s it.”

He studied me for a long moment, eyes searching my face for something I didn’t intend to show him.

At last, he nodded. “As you wish, Christine Knight.”

He stepped back, the heat of his hand leaving my skin, and started walking again.

I exhaled slowly, realizing I’d been holding my breath without noticing. The bond buzzed faintly, like it disapproved of emotional honesty.

We traveled in strained silence for a while. The sun dragged itself higher, turning the haze into a washed-out smear. Heat rose off the rock, mixing with the constant, subtle warmth radiating from Drake’s skin. Sweat trickled down my spine. My armor chafed. Every muscle in my body ached.

We rounded the base of a jagged outcrop and finally saw the shape I’d been looking for: a narrow cut between two towering rock walls, like someone had taken a knife and slit the mountain.

“The eastern chute,” I said, pointing with my chin. “Beyond that, there’s a ravine that curves north. Follow it and we hit the outpost from behind cover.”

“And if your people have already moved to occupy it?” he asked.

“Then we adjust,” I said. “But either way, we need supplies. Meds. Water. A place to regroup.”

“You mean where you can quietly ask your superiors how they’d like their dragon delivered,” he said.

I didn’t answer.

We stepped into the chute. The temperature dropped slightly, shadows wrapping around us like cool hands. The ground here was rougher, scattered with loose scree. I slipped twice, catching myself on the rock with my free hand. Both times, the chain snapped taut; both times, Drake braced automatically, using his weight to steady us.

The second time, I muttered, “Stop that.”

“Stop what?” he asked.

“Helping.”

“It’s self-preservation,” he said. “If you fall and break your neck, we both die. I’d prefer to avoid that.”

“Fine,” I muttered. “Just... don’t act like you’re doing me a favor.”

He didn’t reply, but I could feel the faint, amused twist of his mood through the bond. Not words. Just an impression, like catching the scent of smoke and knowing there was a fire somewhere you couldn’t see.

As the chute narrowed, forcing us closer, his shoulder brushed mine. Heat leaped from his skin to mine, and the bond flared bright enough that spots danced in my vision for a second.

I jerked away on reflex. The chain yanked us back together, harder this time. Our shoulders slammed, my hand splayed against his chest to catch my balance.

His heart pounded beneath my palm. Strong. Steady. An echo of my own, beating too fast.

For one suspended moment, we were pressed together in the shadowed throat of the mountain, breaths tangling, the hum of the bond all but drowning out the outside world.

His eyes met mine. No mockery now. Just heat and something sharper beneath it—an awareness neither of us had earned the right to feel.

“Careful, witch,” he murmured, voice barely above a whisper. “The chain isn’t the only thing between us that reacts when you pull.”

I shoved off him like I’d been burned.

“I don’t react,” I lied.

“If you say so.”

We emerged from the chute into the ravine. The walls here were high and close, turning the space into a long, crooked tunnel with the sky for a roof. Sparse scrub clung to the cracks. A dried-up streambed split the path; we followed its curve north.

After another twenty minutes of trudging, my head began to throb in earnest. The dual heartbeats in my chest seemed louder, like drums in a hollow room. Every time Drake’s boot scuffed the stone in a certain rhythm, my pulse tried to match it.

“You feel that too, don’t you,” I said finally, unable to pretend otherwise.

“Feel what?” he asked.

“The... overlap,” I said. “Our hearts. Our breath. The way the bond keeps trying to sync them.”

He was silent long enough that I thought he might ignore the question.

Then he said quietly, “Yes.”

“Is that normal?” I pressed.

“For a soul bond?” he asked. “Yes. For one forged in a battlefield with hatred and panic?” He shook his head. “No. These chains are usually formed with intent. Ritual. Oath. Choice, at least somewhat.”

His voice dipped on the last word. I didn’t miss it.

“This was forced,” he continued. “The magic is trying to reconcile the contradiction. It wants a single pattern. We are two.”

“So what happens if it... succeeds?” I asked.

He looked at me.

I didn’t like the look.
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