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​​​Chapter 1.  THE RITUAL OF SCALES
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The chamber beneath Castle Ironhold smelled of sulfur, ancient blood, and dying hope. Kael Vareth knelt on the obsidian floor, naked to the waist, as the High Magus of the Seventh Circle traced burning runes across his chest with a finger dipped in dragon's blood.

"Last chance to turn back, Captain," the old mage whispered. His breath reeked of the black lotus he chewed to dull the pain of his own corrupted magic. "The Draconis Ritual has killed three hundred men. Only seven survived the transformation. And of those seven..."

"I know what they became," Kael interrupted. His voice was steady despite the cold sweat on his brow. "Mindless beasts. Monsters that had to be put down by their own brothers-in-arms."

"Yet you still choose this?"

Beyond the chamber walls, the sounds of siege reached them even here—three hundred feet below ground. The Warlord Malakoth's horde had reached the gates of Ironhold. Fifty thousand orcs, trolls, and corrupted men against the kingdom's fifteen thousand defenders. Without the power of the ancient dragons, the city would fall within days. The royal family would be impaled on spikes. The temples would burn. Everything Kael had sworn to protect would become ash.

"I choose to fight," he said. "Whatever the cost."

The High Magus nodded and raised his staff. Around the chamber, twelve lesser mages began to chant in the tongue of the First Age—the language spoken before humans existed, when dragons ruled the world and mountains were young.

The pain began as warmth. Then fire. Then something beyond fire—a sensation that rewrote Kael's very cells, that reached into his soul and grafted something ancient and terrible alongside his humanity. His spine arched as wings burst from his shoulder blades—not flesh tearing through skin, but reality itself bending to accommodate the impossible. His bones elongated, multiplied, reformed into something that could support tons of muscle and armored scale. His jaw unhinged and reset with rows of serrated teeth capable of crushing castle stone. Scales the color of storm clouds—gray shot through with veins of copper lightning—rippled across his transforming flesh like water disturbed by a thrown stone.

Kael screamed, but the scream became a roar, and the roar shook dust from the chamber ceiling.

When the ritual ended, Captain Kael Vareth no longer existed. In his place stood a dragon thirty-five feet from snout to tail, with wings that could block out the sun and eyes that burned like molten copper. The creature's breath came in clouds of sulfurous smoke. Its claws—each as long as a broadsword—dug furrows into the obsidian floor.

Control it, the High Magus's voice echoed in Kael's mind, using the telepathic link forged by the ritual. The dragon is a weapon, not your soul. Remember who you were. Remember your duty.

The dragon turned its massive head toward the mages. For one terrible moment, predator faced prey. The beast's instincts screamed to kill, to feed, to dominate. These frail creatures had caused it pain. They would pay.

NO, Kael fought back, clinging to his humanity like a drowning man clings to driftwood. I am Kael Vareth. I am human. I serve the kingdom. This form serves the kingdom.

The struggle lasted only seconds, but it felt like eternity. Slowly, painfully, the dragon's killing rage subsided. The great head bowed. The wings folded tight against the scaled back.

Good, the High Magus thought, relief evident even in mental speech. Now go. Malakoth's siege towers approach the eastern wall. Burn them. Burn them all.

The dragon—Kael, he was still Kael, he had to believe that—crouched and then exploded upward. The chamber ceiling shattered like parchment as thirty tons of armored muscle and bone crashed through three hundred feet of earth and stone. Kael emerged into the night sky above Ironhold, and the city gasped.

He had seen paintings of dragons. Every child knew the stories—the great wyrms of the First Age, noble and terrible, who had ruled the world before the gods themselves grew jealous and cast them down. But seeing a dragon in flight, feeling the impossible power of wings that caught thermal currents and translated them into effortless lift... this was something else entirely.

Below, Ironhold burned. Not the city itself—not yet—but the siege fires of Malakoth's horde stretched across the plains like a second night sky, evil stars brought to earth. The Warlord's army surrounded the city on three sides, leaving only the western approach open—the River Styx, which no army could cross without fleet and Ironhold had burned the invaders' boats on the first day.

Kael's dragon-eyes saw in spectrums beyond human vision. He detected heat signatures, magical auras, the life-force of thousands of beating hearts. He saw the siege towers—massive wooden structures on wheels, each carrying fifty orcs armed with grappling hooks and scaling ladders. Three of them rumbled toward the eastern wall, protected by sheets of wet hides to resist fire arrows.

They had not been designed to resist dragon fire.

Kael dove. The wind screamed past his scales. The dragon's instincts took over—instincts older than human civilization, honed by millions of years of evolution as the ultimate aerial predator. He targeted the lead siege tower, opening his jaws as the fire built in his chest.

The flame that emerged was not orange or red. It was white—hotter than any forge, hotter than any natural fire. The dragon's breath weapon, fueled by glands that produced chemicals which ignited on contact with air, reached temperatures that could melt steel.

The siege tower didn't burn. It exploded. The wet hides evaporated instantly. The wood sublimated. The orcs inside never had time to scream—the superheated air cooked their lungs before the flames reached their flesh.

Kael pulled up, wings straining against the momentum of his dive, and banked toward the second tower. Arrows rose to meet him—hundreds of them, darkening the sky. Most bounced harmlessly off his scales. A few found gaps in his armored hide, stinging like bee bites. He ignored them.

The second tower died as the first had, in a column of white flame that turned night into day. The third tower tried to turn, its orc crew abandoning their posts to flee. Kael showed them no mercy. Fire swept across the plains, immolating the retreating soldiers, turning the grassland into a killing field of ash and bone.

He climbed again, searching for new targets. The dragon's bloodlust sang in his veins. More, it urged. Burn more. Kill them all. They are prey. They are threats. Destroy them.

Control, Kael reminded himself. I am human. I fight for protection, not slaughter.

But even as he thought it, he felt the truth: the dragon was not separate from him. The beast's desires were his desires, amplified and stripped of civilized veneer. He wanted to burn the horde. He wanted to hear their screams. The only difference was that human-Kael felt shame for these wants, while dragon-Kael felt only satisfaction.

He found his next target: a concentration of trolls battering at the southern gate. The creatures stood twelve feet tall, green and gray and nearly immune to normal weapons. Their regenerative abilities made them the perfect siege troops—they could take arrows through their chests and keep fighting, the wounds closing even as they bled.

Dragon fire was not a normal weapon.

Kael descended like divine judgment, and the trolls looked up too late. His claws—each talon a killing blade—tore through the first troll's skull before the creature could raise its club. The second troll managed a swing that connected with Kael's shoulder, the impact staggering but not stopping him. He retaliated with a bite that removed the troll's head entirely, swallowing the lump of flesh and bone without thinking, driven by predator's instinct.

NO, human-Kael screamed internally. I am not an animal. I do not eat my enemies.

But the dragon had already tasted blood, and the blood tasted good.

He forced himself to transform back—to shrink, to become human, to remember morality. The change took agonizing seconds, during which a third troll nearly crushed him with a war hammer. He rolled aside, naked and vulnerable, as the troll's weapon cratered the ground where he'd been.

"Captain!" a voice shouted. Sergeant Maren, leading a squad of royal archers along the wall. "Fall back!"

Kael ran, human legs pathetically slow compared to dragon wings, while arrows whistled past him to pin the pursuing troll. He reached the wall ladder, climbed, and collapsed onto the battlements as the transformation completed. Behind him, the remaining trolls burned—Maren had called in the oil throwers, covering the beasts in flaming pitch that even their regeneration couldn't overcome.

"Status?" Kael gasped, clutching his chest. His heart hammered against ribs that still remembered being larger, stronger, scaled.

"Three siege towers destroyed," Maren reported, her weathered face grim. "Two hundred enemy casualties minimum. But... sir, your back."

Kael reached behind him and felt the scales that hadn't receded—a patch along his spine, rough as sharkskin, that no sword could cut. The High Magus had warned him of this. Each transformation would leave marks. Each use of the dragon's power would make the beast more permanent.

"How many more can I do?" he asked quietly.

"Before you can't come back?" Maren's voice dropped. "The High Magus said... maybe twenty. Maybe thirty. After that, the dragon becomes dominant. You become... it. Forever."

Twenty or thirty transformations. Against a siege that might last months. Against a horde of fifty thousand.

"Then I'll make them count," Kael said.

He looked out over the burning plain, where the ashes of his first kills still smoked. Somewhere in that darkness, Warlord Malakoth watched from his command tent, no doubt revising his strategy now that Ironhold had a dragon.

The war had just begun.

And Kael Vareth had already begun to lose himself.
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Chapter 2. THE SIEGE OF IRONHOLD
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The second week of siege brought new horrors.

Malakoth had learned from the destruction of his siege towers. Now his forces advanced only at night, using darkness to hide from dragon-eyes. They built earthen ramparts to shield their advance, moving like moles beneath the surface when Kael took to the sky. And they brought new weapons—great ballistas mounted on rotating platforms, firing iron bolts as thick as a man's thigh and barbed with cruel hooks designed to catch in dragon hide and tear.

Kael learned this the hard way.

He had transformed at dusk, responding to reports of a breach in the northern wall. The orcs had tunneled—three days of secret digging beneath the foundations, emerging like maggots from rotten meat into the lower districts. By the time Kael reached them, they had slaughtered two hundred civilians and set fire to the grain warehouses.

Rage took him. The dragon descended on the tunnel exit with fire and fury, collapsing the passage and incinerating the emerging orcs. He landed in the street—too large for the narrow alleys, crushing houses with his bulk—and tore through the invaders with claws and teeth. The orcs broke before him, as they always did, screaming prayers to their dark gods.

But one orc didn't run. This one wore the red sash of a war-shaman, and he held something that glowed with sickly green light—a focusing crystal for the ballistas. Kael recognized the threat too late.

The bolt took him in the
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