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      It was almost as if Ishantil, the volcano deep in the heart of the jungle, had grown angry. Its rumbling sent the trees shaking in the humid air. The jungle’s density made it difficult for Ty to see much of anything, but he used some of that darkness to his advantage, as it camouflaged his presence. It wouldn’t do for the king’s men to know just yet that he was hiding there.

      Ty pressed himself up against one of the smooth rubal trees, inhaling the pungent aroma but trying to keep his focus instead on what he could hear through the trees. The path wound only a few paces in front of him, but it would be difficult to see through the trees even a few paces away given his location within the jungle—unless someone was looking for him. In addition to the darkness, his dappled green cloak helped conceal him.

      They should have been there by now. He’d followed the king’s men for the better part of the last hour, tracking them from deep in the jungle as they made their way back toward the city of Zarinth on the edge of the jungle. They hadn’t seen him—Ty was far too skilled to be caught by any of the usual soldiers—and the more difficult part of the job would be coming soon.

      A flicker of shadows appeared. In the jungle, that could be many things, though he didn’t expect to see any wildlife this close to the path. For the most part, the wildlife within the jungle avoided any place occupied by humankind. Birds would swoop down occasionally, but that was rare. Sometimes the long-tailed velum—creatures with furry bodies, hands and feet like a child’s, and enormous wide eyes that seemed far more knowing than they should be—would swing through the trees overhead, but they generally avoided the path as well. Too many had been hunted over the years as a prize for those deeper within the kingdom who believed their meat a delicacy.

      Ty remained in place, and he could hear the soft murmuring before he saw where it came from. Voices.

      The king’s men had no reason to conceal their passing. They didn’t fear anyone watching or tracking them, and they certainly didn’t think there would be anyone near enough to steal from them. What fool would dare risk the ghost king’s wrath by stealing? Others carting the expedition’s finds had been left alone, but this one had no guards, making it a reasonable target.

      Ty slipped behind the tree as the party approached. There were three of them, probably enough to make them believe that the dragon relics they’d gone after were safe. All he needed was to see what they carried with them. When he did, he could decide whether the risk was worth it. He thought it was. Given the rumors out of the mountain about the kind of relics that had been found, he felt certain he would find something of value.

      “I’m ready for a cold bath, and maybe a mug of ale,” one of the men said.

      From where he remained perched at the base of the tree, he could make out the man’s features. He had dark hair and carried his wide-brimmed hat in hand rather than wearing it, even though most who ventured into the jungle would have it on their head. Some sort of head covering was necessary to prevent the spiders and other creepy crawlies from climbing down one’s back.

      “There’s no good ale in Zarinth. You need to get closer to Holdan before you find anything of quality,” another of the men said. He was short and stocky, but at least he wore his hat. His long sword would probably be useless in the close confines of the jungle.

      Not at all like the long-bladed dragon-bone dagger Ty carried. Something like that was far more functional. Fools out of Carn, the capital of the Neranl kingdom, liked to think swords could be used on anything and didn’t pay any mind to the fact that the preferred long blades they carried would get caught in vines or the underbrush, making it difficult to fight if it came down to it. The only thing those swords were good for was clearing the brush, though the Priests of the Flame in Zarinth made sure the path through the jungle to Ishantil remained cleared.

      “I don’t even care about good ale,” the first man said. “After what we saw up there…”

      His voice trailed off, and Ty found himself trying to squeeze a little bit closer, curious to hear about what they might have seen. He had known there was an expedition moving through the jungle, but hadn’t caught sight of them before now. It was too difficult for him to try to attack the expedition higher in the mountain anyway—it would be too well guarded—which was why he had thought he might be able to catch them on the downslope, figure out what they had found, and relieve them of it.

      “We’re not going to talk about what was up there,” the pudgy man said. “Finish the job. Get the damn bones down to the city where the king can get them moved. We don’t have much time anyway. The scholars made that clear.”

      “You think we can trust the scholars?” the first man asked.

      “Scholars. Priests. I don’t care. They are all saying the same thing.”

      Ty tried to scoot forward to see who was talking, but couldn’t hear well enough. What were the scholars and priests saying?

      The others surrounded the man who was talking, but there was something soft and weak to his voice. Maybe that was just his imagination. Too many of the king’s men came out here thinking they were strong, but when they got into the jungle and had to deal with some of the creatures and insects, they panicked.

      The ground trembled again.

      The volcano had been far more active over the last week. Ever since the expedition had come, really. So far, Ty had only seen the activity surrounding the expedition; this was the first time he had managed to get close to some of the men who had actually gone to the dig site without having them surrounded by soldiers. It was his first opportunity to grab something.

      He had no idea what to make of Ishantil trembling like that. It had often spewed some ash and smoke, making its presence known, but it had been a while since the volcano had erupted. Sometimes a flow of lava would make its way down the mountainside, celebrated by the Priests of the Flame, but it cooled down long before reaching Zarinth.

      “Damn volcano,” the third man said, his voice quiet and tight. “I want to get out of here before it erupts.”

      “We’ve got time, if you listen to the priests.”

      The priests had said that the volcano will erupt?

      If there was one thing Ty believed about the Priests of the Flame, it was that they seemed to know when the volcano would be more active. It was said that the priests had once even anticipated the last great eruption hundreds of years ago.

      “I’d rather listen to the scholars than the priests.”

      This came from the second man with his hat on his head; the pudgy one. He looked around as he walked, but Ty smiled tightly to himself, as he knew he was concealed in the shadows of the jungle. Even if the man had caught sight of him, he’d probably think it little more than his imagination, not that Ty had been stalking them.

      “The damn fools think the Priests of the Flame keep them safe,” the first man said, wiping his arm over his forehead. A large welt had appeared on one temple, and Ty knew how a maccan beetle bite like that would fester. Better not to get bit in the first place, but if he was going to avoid wearing a hat, then the beetles could drop down from above and crawl on him.

      He couldn’t hear much more of what they were talking about. If the priests and the scholars both thought Ishantil might erupt, shouldn’t that be something they shared with others in the city?

      Unless it wasn’t a serious eruption.

      Ty braced himself as the volcano trembled again, but it still sent him staggering, and he stumbled, stepping on a branch that cracked underneath his foot.

      He hurriedly grabbed for a tree, wrapping his arms around it, hoping that none of the stupid insects would drop down on him and that there were no velum in the tree, but he was more worried about the men hearing him.

      “What was that?” the man without the hat asked.

      “I didn’t hear anything.”

      “There was a sound.”

      Ty should have been more careful. Especially knowing that the volcano was angry. He didn’t believe, as the priests did, that fire decided all things and that the volcano was one more aspect of that, but he had lived near Ishantil his entire life, and he had a healthy respect for the dangers that came from living so close to a volcano.

      He watched the men. They started moving away from their small clearing, searching the trees for him.

      “It’s probably one of those stupid velum,” the pudgy man said. “We saw them often enough on the expedition. Wouldn’t be too surprised if they’d also come down here.”

      There were velum down here, though even Ty preferred to avoid them. They had a tendency to be unpredictable, and violent as well, though they typically left him alone. Then again, he was usually smart enough to avoid them.

      “I wouldn’t mind dragging one of those back to the capital too. I bet something like that would fetch a pretty penny. Especially after the volcano erupts and burns them all up.”

      “Would you be quiet?” Ty couldn’t see who spoke the time, but he had a harsh tone, one that sounded like he was used to command. “There’s something here.”

      He had to be careful. He could hide in the jungle. He was certain of that. And he knew he could disappear if it came down to running, but that wasn’t what he wanted to do. His whole purpose for being here was to grab a few dragon remnants—bony remains of long-dead dragons. Maybe even more than a few, given the rumors coming out of the expedition. But if there were relics—the obsidian sculptures made by the ancients—they would be far more valuable.

      Most of the items coming down from the peak had been guarded by the Dragon Touched. Ty had watched this group of soldiers head into the well-worn path, noted the absence of Dragon Touched, and figured it was his chance. But only if he could steal from them here. Once they reached the city, it would be too late.

      Slipping along the trees, he looked up, worried that maybe the sound that had alerted them had come from a velum or tapin, not him. Even though they could be found there, it would surprise him if they made their presence known so close to the edge of the city. Most of the time, they knew to avoid the passing of the king’s men—most of the time.

      He weaved a little farther ahead, moving out and around one of the trees, until he found himself fighting his way toward a small ravine. He swung on a long vine hanging down, using it to help him slip across to the other side. He hesitated upon landing there, as the action had made more noise than he had intended, and he had to ensure the king’s men didn’t hear his passing.

      But he heard no other sound surrounding him, just his own breathing and the steady pounding of his heart.

      He wasn’t too far off the path—still near enough that he would need to be careful to not draw them away toward him.

      Slipping around another tree, he paused and looked through the dense underbrush, where the three men had positioned themselves around the footworn path. It wasn’t traveled nearly as often as the priests’ Path of the Flame, but there were more than a few hunters, traders, and even smugglers who ventured up alternative routes through the mountain and kept it cleared.

      They had their backs to each other. One of them had his sword unsheathed and was moving slowly toward the trees.

      Maybe they hadn’t heard him.

      Could a velum be nearby?

      Ty would’ve expected to have seen or heard it. Unless they had thought the sound he made was one of the velum. That might be better for him, after all.

      Better still, one of the men had dropped his pack.

      Now all he had to do was take advantage of the situation.

      This wasn’t normally the way he would slip in and steal from the king, though there was a certain amusement that came with the idea of getting in while the men were distracted. Typically, he had to find the right moment, whether through deception or darkness, then steal. He hadn’t expected to have an opportunity to take the dragon relics, but if the Flame wanted to provide it for him, then who was he to ignore it?

      Ty grabbed a length of fallen wood and crept closer to the path. The men were still distracted by whatever was taking place overhead, something he couldn’t quite see, and as he approached the path, he hurled the log and waited. It made just enough noise, as much as he had expected it to, and they turned toward it.

      One of the men hollered and motioned with his sword. The other two started forward. It gave Ty a little space, not as much as he had hoped, but he thought he might be able to sneak in behind this man and grab whatever they had at their campsite.

      He crept forward, staying low. The other men had gone into the jungle, disappearing, leaving only the one with the sword guarding the path and their belongings. As long as the man kept his back to him, Ty should be able to sneak in.

      He found a small stone and tossed it into the trees.

      The man with the sword headed toward the sound, buying Ty a little more time.

      Not much, he suspected. He figured they would search the forest around them for a little while, come to the conclusion that they couldn’t see anything, and probably return to the path. If they weren’t familiar with navigating through the jungle, they might not venture too far anyway.

      They had dropped the rest of their belongings. There was a pack, a bow with a quiver, which he thought foolish to leave behind, and a small handcart that they had somehow managed to drag up then down the mountain, several boxes stacked atop it.

      He hurried over toward the boxes, reaching for one of them, when he heard voices coming back toward him.

      He cursed under his breath.

      Ty dropped down to the ground, grabbing for the pack, but it snagged on something.

      He cursed again.

      “There’s something out there,” one of the men said. “And we need to—”

      “Quiet,” the harsh voice said.

      This was the man with the sword.

      They were getting closer, and here he was, still out in the open.

      He grabbed for the pack again, trying to pull on it, but it wouldn’t come free.

      What had it gotten snagged on?

      He couldn’t spend the time looking.

      He jerked again, and the pack ripped with a loud tear.

      A glint of silvery stone dropped, and Ty grabbed it—a dragon claw, he realized—before darting back toward the trees. Another twig snapped beneath his feet, but by then he had reached the dense part of the jungle and backed closer to one of the other rubal trees.

      “I heard something,” one of the men said.

      “Look at the pack,” the harsh voice said.

      They had discovered what he had done.

      “Someone was here,” he said.

      “We can’t know that it wasn’t those velum.”

      “You think the velum come for dragon relics?”

      Ty shrank deeper into the forest, wanting to retreat altogether but feeling as if he couldn’t get far enough away.

      “There’s nothing here,” the soft voice said. It was the pudgier man. “Not that we can find without getting too deep into the forest. Unless you want to do that.”

      “Get the cart moving.”

      He heard a few grumbled comments, then the steady sound of the cart moving down the trail, a soft, rhythmic thumping. One of the men grunted at one point, and Ty tried sneaking along, thinking he might find a way through the jungle to catch up to them, but he’d already revealed his hand.

      So much for being the skilled thief he thought he was.

      He waited for a moment, then froze as he started forward.

      The man holding the sword stood framed in the jungle.

      Thankfully, Ty was dressed for the jungle. His dark green clothing should blend in, but he didn’t know if the man could still see him.

      “Are you coming?” one of the other men shouted.

      “There’s something here. Maybe it’s even him.”

      There was a moment of silence, but then somebody laughed.

      “He’s not coming out here. There’s no way the Dragon Thief would risk the king finding him here.”

      The Dragon Thief?

      Ty smiled to himself. They might be situated at the edge of the kingdom, but the stories about the Dragon Thief had reached them even here. They were impressive stories. Tales of a man or woman willing to go against the ghost king, sneaking into places housing his prized possessions, and taking valuable items underneath his nose, which were often protected by his most revered soldiers—either Dragon Touched, those who could use the magic stored within the dragon relics, or even the Tecal.

      “He’d come,” the man with the sword said. “Especially considering what we’ve found. It’s exactly what he would be after.”

      “Which is why the king has sent so many Dragon Touched and a Tecal to guard over it,” somebody said. The voice was softer, growing more muted in the trees.

      Ty froze.

      Dragon Touched were common enough. They served the king, supplementing his soldiers and defending the borders. It was the Tecal that was unusual. The secret keepers. Spies. They were rumored to have some abilities, but no one knew what let them slip through the kingdom without being seen.

      Ty shook himself and followed the men down the mountainside. He was trying to stay as quiet as he could, using the jungle to shield him, which he should have done anyway, all while keeping the path in sight. It was easy enough for him to do. He knew where it was, at least near enough, but even if he didn’t, they were close enough to Zarinth that he could navigate through the jungle back down the mountain. It was getting to the summit without having a path to follow that would be difficult from here.

      “You could help,” one of the men said.

      “I helped enough,” the harsh-voiced man said. “We just need to get it down with the rest, then…”

      Ty couldn’t hear what else they said.

      Ishantil trembled again, though it was faint, not with the same intensity as he had felt before.

      The air felt hotter now, though that was probably only his imagination. A strange cry echoed from deeper in the trees and he decided it was no longer time to linger. He needed to get back to Zarinth, and he needed to do so before the men did. There might be another way to get what he wanted out of this job.

      As he made his way through the jungle, keeping the trail just off to his left, his thoughts were troubled. Some of it had to do with the steady trembling he had felt. Ishantil could be angry at times. Still, he would’ve expected that the priests would have warned the people in the city if there was something to be concerned about. There was no love lost between the priests and the king, mostly because they both prized the dragon relics found in this part of the world, though for very different reasons. The king wanted the relics to power his Dragon Touched, while the priests used them to celebrate the Flame.

      Ty didn’t care about any of that. The only thing he cared about was how much he could sell it for.

      He hadn’t managed to get the score he wanted. Ty hated failing, especially when it should have been an easy job. This could have been his opportunity to grab something he could trade with Maggie before she led her wagons back into the main part of the kingdom, but also something he could sell to Bingham for a profit.

      Now all he had was the claw.

      But there were additional items found on the expedition. He didn’t have to be empty-handed. He just needed to somehow find a way to get to them, if he was daring enough.

      The ground trembled again. He paused, looking up through the jungle, but he couldn’t see the peak of Ishantil from here. He could imagine it though. And he wondered if the volcano was angry with his plan or if it approved.

      The volcano trembled yet again, and he hurried down the mountainside, racing toward the king’s men, an idea starting to form in his mind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      He reached the edge of the jungle, where the city of Zarinth was set within a clearing at the end of a narrow valley that led into the greater part of the kingdom. It was a place that had existed for centuries, according to the historians within the city, though it had been rebuilt over time. Now the architecture was more reflective of the kingdom: tall buildings made out of the volcanic rock found in this part of the world, some with stained glass windows and peaked roofs, and many of them bearing the king’s black dragon standard on a flag.

      Those were the least interesting parts of the city though. It was the older structures, those that had been destroyed during Ishantil’s previous eruption, that Ty always found intriguing. They seemed as if they had been built out of lava flows, curved structures that arced up before dipping back down. Openings cut into them, as if they worked with the existing landscape, rather than trying to add to it. In some places, the jungle tried to reclaim those buildings—vines snaked across the roofs and flowers protruded upward, giving the impression of wildness. Most of those buildings were actually on the Ishantil side of the city.

      Beyond Zarinth, the jungle closed up again, swallowing everything as the road led through a narrow valley. Ty and the men were practically barricaded into a difficult-to-reach location, one that the king had long ago claimed, likely because of the value of the dragon relics frequently found around Ishantil, and also because of the potential for an attack from the Lothinal to the north. Ishantil, and her sister peaks, protected them, though there was the occasional skirmish. It was why the king often had squadrons of soldiers, including Dragon Touched, stationed in the city.

      Ty remained at the edge of the jungle, watching the three men step away from the path and head out into the city.

      They bypassed the older section of the city. Ty knew they would. There was nothing for them there. The king preferred to keep his men situated on the opposite side of the city, though it wasn’t just because of Ishantil. It was also because his people tended to prefer the more modern architecture.

      Ty waited until he was sure they had moved clear and weren’t looking back, then hurried out of the jungle and onto a narrow street. There were houses in this part of the city, though most of the people who lived here were poor. Some of them actually ventured through the paths in the jungle, either traders who dared to try reaching the Lothinal lands, or the occasional smuggler who would try to move beyond even there.

      Normally, Ty would take his time moving through here, but he was curious about where the king had his encampment. He hadn’t visited before, and wasn’t sure about the security. That was a mistake, he realized—one it was time for him to rectify.

      He reached the main road just as the men did. Two of them had taken a position on either side of the pushcart; they weren’t holding it, but they had their swords unsheathed, which was probably unnecessary. They bore the king’s sigil on their jackets, which helped them far more in the city than it ever did in the jungle, keeping people from pushing too close to them.

      He trailed behind them. He wasn’t surprised when they crossed Servil’s Stream and made their way slowly to the east. In this part of the city, the buildings were squat, rectangular, stone structures, with no decoration—and no life either. There was no threat of an overgrown jungle trying to overwhelm them, which he suspected the king preferred. Most of these buildings were new, having been built within the last century as the king expanded his presence here, and included shops that catered to the king and his people. Many of them were far more expensive than anywhere else, but people who came here didn’t necessarily care.

      “You need to sneak a little more carefully,” a nearby voice said.

      Ty practically jumped out of his boots, spinning to see his friend Eastley standing in the mouth of an alley. He was a few inches taller than Ty and muscular, with the traditional good looks that most women preferred—not like Ty, with his more delicate features.

      “Damn you, Eastley,” he muttered.

      He hurried forward, and Eastley stepped onto the street and joined him.

      “You don’t even want to take a moment to talk to your friend?”

      Ty nodded to the three men who had nearly been swallowed by the crowd growing around them. “Can’t. Watching something.”

      “A job?” Eastley’s demeanor changed. He was a thief like Ty, though Ty liked to think that Eastley wasn’t nearly as skilled as him. He’d known Eastley for as long as he had been pulling jobs, and though they often competed for the same work, they had become friendly, then became actual friends—at least, as much as thieves in this part of the world could ever become friends. “What kind of a job?”

      “One that I made a mess of,” he said. He pulled out the dragon claw that he had managed to snag in the mountains, and flashed it to Eastley briefly before stuffing it back into his pocket. “I was trying to follow the expedition, but I didn’t do a great job with it.”

      Eastley started to chuckle. “You tried to get them in the jungle? By the Flame, Ty, I wouldn’t even dare go up there. You know what’s up there, don’t you? Dragon Touched. I’ve seen them. And I wouldn’t go up there.”

      Ty resisted the urge to say anything to him. He knew what was up there. More than most.

      “Well?” Eastley asked.

      “It’s everything we’ve heard,” Ty said.

      They had reached an intersection, and the men kept moving east, veering along the street. The crowd started to thin, so Ty was careful not to move too quickly. He didn’t want to look like he was following them, even though he was.

      “What did they find? Relics or remnants?”

      “Both, I think. But I don’t know. They have them boxed up,” Ty replied.

      “I heard one soldier talking about dragon pearls.”

      He looked over to Eastley. Dragon pearls were a storehouse of power, and the Dragon Touched paid dearly for them. “If there are dragon pearls, then we definitely need to find out,” Ty said.

      “It’s not safe. I heard there are three of the king’s chief Dragon Touched in the city,” Eastley stated.

      “And maybe a Tecal,” Ty added.

      Eastley whistled softly, and a woman with a scarf wrapped around her head looked toward them. Ty could only see her eyes, but she glowered at them. Eastley flashed a broad smile, then continued onward as if unconcerned.

      “If we have one of the Tecal here, then whatever those men found on the expedition is incredibly valuable,” Eastley said.

      “Or it’s just the size of the find.”

      “Could be that,” Eastley agreed. “What are you thinking?”

      Ty shrugged. “I’m thinking I’ll follow these three men to see where they’re bringing the items, then make a decision.”

      “Oh. I could’ve told you that. They have an encampment just outside of the city. It’s not going to be easy to get in there though. I noticed a pair of Dragon Touched guarding the entrance to it, and they’ve fenced it off.”

      He looked over to Eastley. “They fenced it off?”

      He’d been more focused on watching the comings and goings of the climbers with the expeditions, thinking he could time his movement so he didn’t have to deal with a Dragon Touched, that he hadn’t watched where they were bringing the items back. He had assumed they were going to the palace.

      “Well, not terribly well. They’ve only placed a stone wall around it, but anyone who tries to sneak in there will be plenty noticeable.”

      “Anybody but me,” Ty said, flashing a grin to Eastley.

      “Is that right? Care to make it interesting?”

      “What do you have in mind?” Ty asked.

      “I will wager you that claw,” Eastley said, nodding to Ty’s pocket, “that I can get in before you.”

      “It’s not just about getting in,” Ty said. “It’s about figuring out what they have.”

      “Fine. Get in, see what they have, then grab something worth more than that dragon claw.”

      “You want me to wager the dragon claw, but what about you?” Ty asked.

      “I still have that relic I snagged on my last job.”

      Ty glanced over, rubbing his hands together. The obsidian sculpture was small, barely only a hand in size, but a sculpture like that would actually fetch a fairly significant prize. He could either sell it to Bingham, which was probably the smart move, or he could trade it for information—which is probably what he would end up doing.

      Assuming, of course, that Eastley had not grabbed a fake. He didn’t have the most discerning eye when it came to those things. Not the way Ty did.

      “You know, I’m not even sure that’s not a forgery.”

      “You can ask Bingham,” Eastley said.

      “You had him appraise it?”

      Eastley shrugged. “Figured it was worthwhile. Not that I was going to sell it to him. But…”

      “Bingham is one of the few people in the city who can move something like that,” Ty said.

      “Maybe I don’t want to move it. Maybe I just wanted it for decoration.”

      “Or maybe you were thinking to use it for some other reason,” Ty said.

      He didn’t tell him how stupid it was to hold on to something like that with so many Dragon Touched in the city, but hopefully Eastley already knew. Ty would move it quickly.

      Eastley glanced over, then shrugged. “Plenty of reasons to have it. If things get tight, a sculpture like this might be my ticket out of the city.”

      “Or you just go through the jungle,” he said.

      “Or that,” Eastley said. “If I want to be attacked by velum—or worse. Which I don’t.”

      Ty shook his head. “It’s not that bad.”

      “Are you going to take the wager or not? I understand if you’re scared or not convinced you have the necessary skill. I might even have to let Bingham know that he needs to come to me first with jobs, rather than to you—which he should probably be doing anyway.”

      Ty glanced over, arching a brow. “Somebody has gotten confident.”

      “What can I say? The cream rises to the top.”

      Ty snorted. They had reached the edge of the city, and he could see the encampment that Eastley had described. It really was much like what he had said. It wasn’t terribly large, maybe a hundred feet by a hundred feet, with a waist-high stone wall made out of lava rock surrounding it, but anybody coming over that wall would probably draw attention. That was assuming there weren’t any sort of protections placed on the wall by the Dragon Touched, something that Ty couldn’t be certain of.

      He had been wrong, though, about the Dragon Touched. There were four of them, not two.

      The three men pushed the cart up to the entrance to the yard, where two of the Dragon Touched stopped them and questioned them briefly before waving them through.

      “I guess we can come at night,” Ty muttered. But while it would be easier for them to sneak in the darkness, it might be harder for them to find anything, and depending on what they used to illuminate the space, they might not even be able to get through anyway.

      “Ah, why wait? First one through,” Eastley said.

      “I said it was about more than just getting through,” Ty replied.

      “Fine. First one to make a score. Good luck.”

      With that, Eastley darted off.

      Ty frowned. He had no idea how they were going to make a score, but when it came to Eastley, he had found that it probably wouldn’t even matter. Eastley would find a way to figure it out. Eastley headed over toward the Dragon Touched, making a show as if he were going to try to talk to them in order to get inside the gate, but then backed away.

      Ty headed to the wall instead. He followed it, making it seem as if he was only walking, though he knew it would draw some attention to him. He instead took the opportunity to peer over the wall.

      He caught sight of the activity, which was fairly disorganized and included several different gatherings of men and women, with tables and wagons situated around.

      They were loading items into the wagons to return to the capital. That was why they had them out here rather than in the palace. They were sorting and organizing them to load for transport. He wouldn’t have much time.

      Ishantil trembled again.

      Ty glanced behind him. From his vantage here, the volcano seemed to loom over the city, a hint of haze around its peak, the smoke rising from the summit and creating clouds. He couldn’t see any of the glowing that he knew would be there at night—the lava burning brightly, that which the priests celebrated as the Flame.

      An eruption.

      That thought kept coming back to him, but could it really happen? The men he’d followed might have believed the priests and scholars who agreed that Ishantil was unstable, but the volcano wasn’t going to burst into flame, spewing lava down the mountainside. At worst, they would have ash and smoke, which could be terrible, but Zarinth had dealt with that many times over the years. Maybe that was what the priests and scholars agreed on.

      Ty caught sight of the maroon robes of the priests.

      He nearly stumbled to a stop.

      The king allowed priests inside his encampment?

      That was unusual. The priests and the king had such an uneasy relationship that he was surprised to see them here. As he continued making his way along the low wall, he saw archaeologists from the university working alongside the priests—another unusual combination.

      The archaeologists had a distinct appearance. Most of them preferred a dark brown jacket and pants, and they all had leather belts with the equipment they used to dig for relics hanging from them—picks, short shovels, and pouches that were filled with brushes and smaller items. They preferred to dig for relics without destroying them, which was slow, tedious work—something Ty couldn’t imagine having the patience for.

      But it gave him an idea.

      He hurried to the far side of the encampment, glancing along the wall, and saw no one patrolling. He pulled his cloak off, revealing his dark brown jacket and pants beneath. He had been dressed as one of the archaeologists for this job just in case he needed to sneak into the encampment up the slope of Ishantil, but he hadn’t gone that far.

      He fished into his pocket, pulling out a pair of plain glass spectacles and slipping them on to add to the look. He had a leather belt and satchel too, though he wasn’t entirely sure that it would convince anybody who was an actual archaeologist from the university.

      As long as it worked long enough to get him into the encampment, though, Ty didn’t care. He circled back around, reaching the entrance. It left him uncomfortable to go through the gate in such an open, exposed manner, but the worst that could happen would be that he’d be turned away. A single priest exited as he approached, and he suspected that the priests didn’t all enter in a group.

      Ty flashed a smile. His slight build made him look scholarly, which was one of its benefits. He could pass for an archaeologist.

      “Name?” one of the Dragon Touched asked.

      “Jensen Ogleton,” he said, trying to pitch his accent in such a way so that it sounded like it came from Carn. He chose the name of an actual archaeologist he had met, though that man was a proper thief, much like Ty, and he’d been more than willing to make bargains with Ty. “I was asked to look at the acquisition that recently arrived.”

      The Dragon Touched regarded him. He was dark haired, with deeply tanned skin and wrinkles around the corners of his eyes that made him seem old. Ty had to hope that he wasn’t as experienced as he appeared.

      “What are you carrying with you?”

      Ty swallowed quickly, then hurriedly pulled out the dragon claw. Maybe it could be of some use. “An item I’ve been examining,” he said. “You can see the striations and the texture. It is quite marvelous,” he said. “With how the colorations interact, you can start to gauge the age of the find, and—”

      “The striations don’t matter so much as what it’s holding,” the Dragon Touched muttered. He glanced over to the other man, who shrugged, then they waved him in.

      Ty smiled to himself. He had heard archaeologist talking a few times, and knew the way they would go on and on about aspects of dragon relics that he couldn’t care less about. But it seemed to him that the Dragon Touched also didn’t care much for that, which worked to his advantage. It was better for them to think he only had the dragon claw, not the dragon-bone dagger he carried on him. He didn’t know if they could detect that the way they could other dragon relics, as it had been in his family for a long time, but he wasn’t willing to take the risk.

      Now that he was inside, he had to be more careful.

      He hurriedly looked around, checking to see if Eastley had managed to get here, but Ty didn’t see him. He would probably find his own way in fairly quickly though.

      Then again, he wouldn’t put it past Eastley to jump the wall just to get inside to beat him. He would be more than happy to risk exposure like that if he thought it meant he could stay ahead of Ty.

      Ty felt far more exposed than he had before, now that he was inside the walled-in area. He saw that the wagons in the center of the space were steadily laden with dragon relics, and he realized that the archaeologists would carry items over only after they had some discussion with a priest.

      Was there some agreement in place to negotiate?

      The mountain trembled again, carrying with it the power of Ishantil, and he resisted the urge to look back at it. He found a table carrying a box that looked similar to what he’d seen on the handcart and hurried over to it. Ty didn’t see anybody near it, nor anybody near him. He tested the lid, found that it swung open easily, and glanced inside.

      There was a small dragon bone, which he grabbed and held for a moment, and a separate canvas sack inside. He pulled that open and began to sort through it. Dragon teeth.

      Those could be valuable.

      Ty heard voices and hurriedly stuffed the dragon teeth into his pocket, along with the bone, and closed the box. He feigned making his way toward the wagons, when two priests caught his attention—or, rather, one of them did.

      Albion.

      Ty hadn’t seen his brother in well over a year. The last time had been when Albion had come through here while working for the head priest. He hadn’t been a part of Ty’s life for so long that it was strange to see him now.

      He looked much like Ty remembered: the same black hair, deep brown eyes, and solid, muscular build their father had. Ty had always taken after their mother, down to his sandy blond hair, blue eyes, and slight build. There was a part of Ty that wished he looked more like Albion but looking the way he did certainly made it easier for Ty to sneak into places he wasn’t supposed to go.

      Albion started to turn toward him, but Ty hurried forward, turning away. He didn’t want his brother to see him. Knowing Albion, and his belief in the power of the Flame, he’d probably even turn Ty in.

      He found another table unguarded and flipped open the box, looking inside. There were more bones—several of them, all of various lengths, and some with dirt and rock still clinging to them. He grabbed two of them and slipped them into his jacket, when he heard the sound of voices behind him.

      No dragon pearls though. That would’ve been too easy.

      If there had been a cache of dragon pearls, it would explain the reason for the security here, along with why a Tecal would’ve come to the city. Maybe it was simply that there had been a massive collection found, and the king was trying to protect it from anyone else who might come across it, including Lothinal. The neighboring kingdom often sent their own thieves into this kingdom to try to steal dragon relics, despite rumors that they didn’t have anybody capable of using them.

      “Put that on the wagon,” one of the soldiers said.

      Ty nodded, grabbing the box and starting toward the wagons.

      As he approached, Ty felt a sense of heat. Zarinth was warm most of the time, occasionally incredibly humid, but this was different—a dry sort of heat. Was there a Dragon Touched using magic near him? He had never spent much time around any of the Dragon Touched, and didn’t really know what their power felt like, so he wouldn’t know even if there was.

      He took another step and heard the sound of chains rattling. It came from inside the circle of wagons. He approached more carefully now. Then he caught sight of something.

      It was small—little larger than a wolf—and strange, with black, leathery scales, long and sinuous, and what appeared to be stunted wings. But he knew exactly what it was that he saw.

      A dragon.

      Ty had seen them paraded through the city before. Typically, they were in cages, the king’s way of revealing his power and authority.

      Seeing one up close was different. Terrifying.

      Even though it was small, an enormous surge of heat came off of it.

      He heard somebody say something behind him, then there was a stirring. He started forward, his steps quick, and reached the wagons. All of this could be his. An incredible find. An incredible prize.

      Shouts called out.

      He hazarded a look behind him. Albion was only about two dozen paces away, but his attention, like everybody else’s, was pulled toward the south.

      He glanced over and saw Eastley scrambling toward the wall.

      That fool.

      Then again, Ty was here in the middle of an encampment with the king’s archaeologists, some Dragon Touched, and even Priests of the Flame.

      Worse, he had come close to one of the king’s dragons.

      He was the real fool.

      Ty wasn’t going to stay here though. He wasn’t stupid enough for that.

      Now was his opportunity to either grab something—or get out.

      He held on to the box he was carrying and grabbed another one, tucking it under his arm, then hurried toward the wall.

      There came a shout behind him, and he quickly tossed the box up and over the wall, jumped it, then hurried for his cloak and threw it over his shoulders before racing toward the city.

      He didn’t look back.

      He had gotten a prize, though he didn’t yet know what was inside.

      Hopefully Eastley had gotten away. Regardless, Ty had earned himself the sculpture. Footsteps chased after Ty, and he raced away, hoping to slip into the city before soldiers or Dragon Touched caught him.

      Ishantil trembled again, and again, Ty wondered whether it was angry with him, or if it was pleased.
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      Ty reached the northern part of the city closest to Ishantil. He had ditched the trunk, throwing dragon remnants into a makeshift sack created out of his cloak. He had even turned his jacket around, revealing the green inside layer that would be less noticeable, and wouldn’t make him appear to be one of the archaeologists. It wasn’t his normal clothing, and it would stand out somewhat in this part of the city, but not so much that he thought he would be chased.

      He had shaken his tail easily, but he was still determined to wander the section a little longer. He didn’t want to risk going back and having anyone find him until he was certain they had gone. Mostly because he didn’t want to run the risk of bringing anybody back toward his home.

      There was something else he could do. Now that he had gathered the dragon remnants—mostly bones, a collection of teeth, and one oblong-looking item that was not a dragon pearl, but also unfortunately not a dragon relic—he thought he could take a moment to visit with Maggie.

      It was growing dark, and the volcano glowed against the darkness, creating a halo around the peak—or the Flame, to hear the priests speak of it. It was why this place was hallowed to them. Ty had never seen it quite that way, though he did understand why the priests might view it as such. There was something impressive about seeing the glow of Ishantil against the night, almost as if the volcano wanted everyone to be aware of it, even in the darkness.

      He found Maggie’s wagons set up near the northern edge of the city. She had a line of people gathered around, mostly from this part of the city. All of them knew that Maggie would have items of value, for which she didn’t typically charge too much, after returning from her journeys. She was one of the few who managed to navigate from Carn to Lothinal, though she didn’t admit that to many people. Ty knew, but he wondered how many others did.

      He found the old woman near the head of the caravan, speaking to one of her burly wagon drivers. The heavily tattooed man glanced up, locking eyes with Ty for a moment, but looked away when Maggie tapped on his hand.

      “It’s always a pleasure to see you, Ty.” She glanced over to her wagon driver—also her protection, Ty decided—and waved her fingers. “Why don’t you get the caravan settled?”

      “Are you sure?” The man’s voice was deep and rough, with a slight accent that Ty didn’t recognize.

      “Oh, I have plenty of experience with Ty. He’s only here for a simple trade, I imagine.” She arched a brow at him, and he nodded.

      “Simple, I hope,” he said.

      Ishantil trembled, and Maggie glanced back. “Can’t say that I care much for that. We came through it, you know.”

      “You were in Lothinal?”

      She turned her attention back to him. Maggie was old, though she never really acted like it. As far as Ty knew, she’d been coming to Zarinth for decades. His mother had traded with her back when she had still been here, which was part of the reason Ty came to her. He trusted her. Merchants in Zarinth could be of questionable quality, and they often had their own motivations—usually greed. Maggie, on the other hand, was typically interested in ensuring a fair bargain for everyone. She also traveled extensively, so when she came to Zarinth, Ty knew she would have something interesting.

      It wasn’t only her goods that he cared about though.

      “Don’t tell me you started caring about where I travel.”

      “Not for the same reasons the king would care,” Ty said.

      She chuckled. “No, I suppose you wouldn’t.”

      She motioned for him to follow her and guided him behind the wagons, where there wasn’t the same level of activity. There wasn’t the same press of people moving close to the caravan looking for trade, nor were there merchants trying to make a bargain. Instead, there were a couple of small lanterns that glowed softly, one with a pale orange light that he knew had to be created by Dragon Touched, which left him wondering how she’d managed to get away with carrying it.

      “What do you know about the expedition?” Maggie asked.

      “Probably the same as you,” he said. She pulled out a stool and offered him one. He took a seat, thankful for the reprieve. He kept the cloak bundled up near him, worried about letting its contents spill out. “The king apparently found a massive haul of dragon remnants.”

      “Just remnants?”

      “I don’t know.” He glanced back, as if he could see the fenced-in area on the far side of the city. “Maybe something else, but I only saw remnants.”

      She pressed her lips together in a tight frown. “Unfortunate.”

      He knew she preferred relics, just as his mother had always chased them. “The remnants still have value.”

      “Maybe, but they’re not the same.” She looked up. “I’m not after them for the same reason as the king,” Maggie said, waving her hand, “but if I can find something of value, I can often move it for quite a bit more outside of this kingdom. It makes trade easier.”

      “I thought Lothinal liked dragon bones.”

      “Oh, they enjoy taking anything they can from the kingdom, but they don’t prize them quite as much as the kingdom does. No Dragon Touched there, as far as I know. It’s the sculptures they prize.”

      He snorted. “I think they just like thumbing their nose at the king.”

      “Many do,” Maggie said.

      “Have you heard anything?”

      She leaned forward, resting her arms on her legs and watching him for a long moment. “Not so much, unfortunately. I’ve been looking. What you offered me the last time I came through here has already been spent, which makes it difficult for me to keep digging. I have, of course, but information has a price, Ty.”

      The last time she’d come through here, he had made a separate trade. He did it each time she came. There was never a guarantee of return—that was part of the risk—but there weren’t many people he trusted to make trades like that to actually carry out his search on his behalf. Maggie was one.

      She had a reach far greater than Ty—contacts and people she knew.

      “Now, I am willing to keep working,” she went on, “but I wonder about the futility of doing so.” There was a surprising gentility to her voice. “My offer stands.”

      He ignored the comment. He’d heard it each time he came, from the very first time he’d gone to her. “It’s not futile. All I need is information about where they went. Somebody has to have seen them.”

      “We don’t even know if your parents went into the kingdom, to Lothinal, or possibly beyond,” Maggie said.

      He took a deep breath and glanced down at the collection of dragon bones. It was a long shot. He knew it. Still, there was the possibility that he might find something to explain where they had gone, and why they had abandoned him all those years ago. They wouldn’t have simply left him. Ty refused to believe that. There had to be a reason.

      “I’m going to keep looking as long as I can pay. And now I have plenty to offer you.”

      She glanced down to the cloak. “I can’t use bones,” she said. “We are heading into the kingdom, and the Dragon Touched can find them too easily.”

      “Even several bones?”

      She smiled tightly. “If I were heading in the other direction, it might be a different story, but I can’t draw the attention of the Dragon Touched. They have been paying far too much attention to me as it is, especially with the increased presence of Lothinal along the border.”

      “I hadn’t realized there was an increased presence.”

      “They’ve been trying to annex part of these lands for many years. The Tecal find where the border is uneasy, and the Dragon Touched keep it safe.” She shrugged. “What is a poor merchant to do?”

      Ty chuckled. “Poor?”

      “Perhaps not poor. Neutral?” She smiled again. “That might be more apt.”

      “I have a dragon claw,” he said.

      She regarded him a moment, as if trying to decide whether or not to help him. “Oh, Ty. I suppose I might be able to use that,” she said.

      He pulled it out and offered it to her. As he had said to the Dragon Touched, there were striations along its surface, and as she held up the light from her lantern, those striations reflected the light back as they caught it, casting some blurring of color. It looked quite lovely, though seemed less so after considering what the Dragon Touched could do with it.

      “You could trade this for more in the kingdom,” she said, setting it on her lap and looking over to Ty. “I’m sure our mutual friend would be able to negotiate quite the price for you.”

      Ty nodded. Bingham certainly could negotiate a good price for him, but it wasn’t always about money. Besides, he now had a collection of dragon bones that he might be able to trade with Bingham. “You know I just need something to use.”

      “I will see what I can uncover.” She held the claw, watching him. “You know you don’t have to stay here. A man like yourself would be useful. You could search with me. See the world. Isn’t that what young men want?”

      “I’m not ready,” he said.

      “You haven’t found anything in the city. You don’t know if there’s even going to be any way for you to find those answers. Why wouldn’t you want to leave?”

      Ty glanced toward the jungle. It appeared as a darkened smear against the night. Still, he could practically feel it out there, as if there was some energy within the jungle that pressed upon him, pushing him, warning him about what he needed to do. He had no idea what that was, but he knew he had to stay.

      “If I left, and they returned…”

      “How long has it been?” Maggie spoke softly.

      When he looked over to her, he saw concern in her eyes. He might pay her for her service, but she was something of a friend. “Not that long. Maybe five years.”

      Maggie clapped her hands together. “Five years. No information.”

      “That’s not entirely true. You had word of them about a year ago to the west of here.”

      “Rumors, nothing more than that,” she said. “And we don’t even know if those rumors are accurate. People want to talk when they’re getting paid. They want to earn more coin. Now, I do have experience in trying to suss out when someone is blowing smoke up my ass and when they have something to sell, but you have made it clear that you’re willing to pay even for rumors.”

      He nodded. “I’m willing to pay.”

      “There are other ways you could do this.”

      “I don’t know how.”

      She looked down at the dragon claw, turning it in her hand. “Maybe I can use this while I am traveling through the kingdom. It’s possible that somebody might have heard something new.” She looked up. “I’ve told you before that you have to consider the possibility that they’re gone.”

      He swallowed. “I know.”

      “Do you? I wonder. Your mother was a good woman. Can’t say that I knew your father all that well, but she wouldn’t have left unless there was a reason.”

      “I know.”

      “Probably chasing something, if I know her.” Maggie shook her head. “Never met anybody quite like her. Every place that I’ve traveled. Always interested in dragon relics. It makes sense that she would’ve ended up here, of all places, but…”

      That was Ty’s memory of his mother as well. It was why he thought she had left, and part of the reason he gathered dragon relics to offer to Maggie in trade or to sell, thinking that somehow they would draw his mother out of hiding—though he wondered if she truly was hiding or if something had happened to her.

      Understanding what had happened to his father was harder. He had disappeared shortly after his mother. Ty suspected he had gone after her, but he hadn’t said anything to Ty. He had just disappeared one day, leaving Ty alone.

      Ishantil trembled again, and Ty looked up, noticing the glowing coming from the peak in the darkness. He stared for a few moments before tearing his gaze away.

      He found Maggie watching him.

      “I did hear rumors when I was up near the peak,” she said. “Something about the priests planning something to settle her down.”

      “Her?”

      “Oh, she can be an angry one,” Maggie said, her voice soft.

      “I think the priests are the ones trying to blow smoke up someone’s ass. They think they can calm Ishantil with the right offering to the Flame,” Ty said. “Which, they claim, is part of the reason we haven’t seen a true eruption for centuries.”

      “You don’t think that’s true?”

      “I can’t say that I know,” he said. “But I don’t think they can control the volcano. It’s either going to erupt, or it’s not.”

      Maggie watched him again for a moment. “I find the difference between you and your brother quite amusing.” She chuckled. “I saw him a few months ago, you know. We were in Inar. It surprised me to see him. He pretended not to recognize me, and maybe he didn’t. You were always the one to come with your mother for trade, but I remembered him. Little Albion.” She shook her head. “I never took him for the faithful one, but I never took you for a thief.” She glanced over, arching a brow at him. “I suppose it takes all kinds.”

      “And what about you?”

      “Why, I haven’t changed in decades,” Maggie said. “Which I’m sure you remember.”

      Ty chuckled. “When I was collecting”—Maggie’s brow raised slightly at that phrasing—“the king’s men said the archaeologists agree with the priests that Ishantil will erupt, but the last time it did anything interesting was about ten years ago, when it sent up a plume of smoke.”

      That had lasted for the better part of a month. When it had ended, the priests had all claimed victory, that they had somehow sated the Flame. His mother had not countered that claim, though she had watched Ishantil with a question in her eyes. He remembered the way she had stared up the mountainside even then.

      “I think you should be careful,” Maggie said. “People in this part of the city have been talking. They’re the ones who know the old ways. They know what’s coming—and they’re worried. Might be that it’s her time. Which tells me that it’s time to move on. Come with me. I’d put you to work, of course, but it would be honest work.”

      “Honest?”

      “As honest as any trader,” she said. “But you wouldn’t have to stay here. You could go in search of answers on your own. I wouldn’t bind you to any service that you wouldn’t want.”

      He knew he should take the offer—she’d made it so many times—but the timing never seemed right. With Ishantil threatening, maybe now was the time. There was a part of him that knew he should go, but there was also a part of him that feared doing so. Leaving meant risking never knowing whether his parents would return.

      And the letter his mother had left, the one his father had shown him before he had disappeared, suggested she would return. It was why he waited.

      Ishantil rumbled yet again, and Maggie looked up. “I should get back to my work, and you should get back to… well, whatever you have to do. Here.” She handed him the claw. “Take it. It’s more valuable to you. When you’re ready to leave, then you pay me.”

      He got to his feet. He wasn’t sure what to say.

      It was time for him to go. He didn’t know what he was going to do, but there was a part of him tempted to return to see the king’s dragon. They weren’t in the city all that often. He could observe from the wall. Maybe he could even see if the dragons somehow activated any of the bones or other remnants the archaeologists had uncovered.

      He smiled at Maggie as she looked at him. “Thank you.”

      “Think about my offer.”

      “I will.”

      But they both knew he wouldn’t.
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      The inside of the shop was dingy and dark, with very little sunlight coming through the dirty windows. A single lantern rested on the counter near the back, adding a bit more light to the space, but Bingham preferred to do everything in darkness and shadows, so he didn’t necessarily mind the dimness. The air had a faintly spicy aroma, the smell of ancient items that had been collected over the years—some of questionable value, and more than a few that were obvious fakes. That didn’t stop some people from buying them.

      Ty had learned to sniff out the fakes when he was young, something his mother had taught him. He still didn’t know why she’d cared, but it had served him well while working with Bingham. A skillfully crafted fake could sell for two or three silvers, but the genuine thing would sell for two or three gold coins.

      He scanned the shelves. Bingham presented himself as an honest businessman—and in some ways, he was—but mostly he was honest about the fact that he dealt with antiquities, though Ty wondered how many of them were honestly acquired. A majority of them probably were—if they weren’t, they would attract the wrong kind of attention—but not all of them. After leaving the healer named Maeve he’d worked with when he’d first come down to the city, Ty had personally gathered quite a few for Bingham over the years and knew he moved items of questionable value out of this shop without anyone being the wiser.

      “Didn’t expect to see you here today,” Bingham said, coming out of the back. He was an older man, with gray hair and deep wrinkles. He had a long scar along the base of his neck that Ty had often wondered how he’d acquired. He also had a burn on one hand that caused it to contract, making it look a bit more like a claw. That, he did know the story of. He’d gotten too close to Ishantil and had been touched by the Flame, though to hear Bingham talk of it, he’d ventured there by choice because he’d gone after Ty’s mother. His friendship with Ty’s mother was one that Ty didn’t really understand. Bingham wasn’t the kind of person he would’ve expected his mother to befriend. Then again, his mother had been friends with Maggie, and she had her own dubious qualities.

      “I have something for you,” Ty said.

      Bingham glanced at the door before nodding to him. In the faint lantern light, Bingham’s flat, gray eyes seemed to shine more brightly than they should. “It’s about time you got here. I was starting to wonder if you were thinking about moving those remnants yourself.”

      “You knew?” Ty should know better than to try to pull anything past Bingham.

      “Eastley came by. Didn’t have anything, though claimed he had to collect on a bet. Thought he might find you here.”

      Ty kept his face neutral.

      Did Eastley really think he had won the bet?

      Ty doubted that he had managed to get more than Ty’s collection of bones.

      “Did you think to sell without me?” Bingham asked.

      Ty had to be careful. He had to keep in Bingham’s good graces. He was the primary contact for selling what Ty collected, and if he lost that, then he would lose the ability to easily move items. “Of course not. Who else would I use?”

      There were other fences he could use, but he trusted them even less than he trusted Bingham.

      Bingham limped around the counter, past him, and over to the door, where he slid a hidden, long metal bar forward to lock into the frame. He glanced at the windows before shaking his head. Bingham had trained Ty, and he probably should trust him more than he trusted anybody else in the city, but he knew Bingham had his own motives. Besides, Bingham had other crews he worked with, others he hired, including those he pitted against Ty at times.

      “It’s all remnants. There might be relics, but I didn’t see anything. Eastley heard rumors of dragon pearls—”

      “From me,” Bingham said.

      That wasn’t too surprising. Bingham was well-connected.

      “And we won’t be able to hold on to much here for very long,” Bingham said, glancing over to the satchel Ty carried. “The Dragon Touched have an increased presence in the city. It is more than just this expedition.”

      “Maybe it’s because of what’s happening with Lothinal,” he said.

      Bingham frowned at him. “What would you know about that?”

      Ty shrugged. “Not much, really. I just heard a rumor that they’ve been moving along the border. Trying to claim land.”

      “They’re always trying to claim land,” Bingham said. “Probably want Ishantil to erupt anyway. Destroy Zarinth, then the king would have no reason to keep a presence here.”

      “He’d have a reason,” Ty said. “He needs access to the dragon relics buried around the city and hiding along Ishantil.”

      “Maybe. Still, he might be happy if the volcano destroyed the temple. Deal with the priests, get rid of them, and be able to claim any dragon remnant or relic without having to argue.” Bingham shook his head. “If I were ruling, that’s what I would do.”

      “I suppose it’s a good thing you aren’t ruling,” Ty said.

      “I don’t know if I could handle the palace life anyway—or the rest of the kingdom. I’m too accustomed to Zarinth.”

      “I think you’re too connected in Zarinth,” he said.

      Bingham regarded him for a moment.

      Ty knew not to linger here too long, and knew not to push Bingham. He had to be careful. “There’s something else,” Ty said. Bingham watched him, his eyes unchanging. “There was a dragon. I’m surprised the king would have one here, but it was one of his dragons.”

      “Which one?”

      “I don’t know. A black one?”

      Bingham glowered at him. “That’s all you have for me? A black one?”

      “I just saw a dragon, Bingham.”

      “He brings them into the city all the time,” he said, waving his hand dismissively. “At least, when he wants to show off. And it might not even be the city that he cares about this time. You’ve seen how many soldiers he’s moved into the city. It’s not all about the Flame. Besides, a dragon is a weapon. That’s it.”

      Ty had been uncomfortable seeing the dragon, but he had a hard time viewing it as simply a weapon. It didn’t strike him that way. It was a creature—maybe a small one, and stunted compared to the kingdom’s once-powerful dragons—but still a creature. And it had been powerful. He had felt the heat radiating off of it, the magic, and there was a part of him that still felt compelled by it.

      He pushed those thoughts away. “Do you want to see what I’ve got here, or are we going to just keep chatting?”

      “I’m waiting to see what you might show me.” Bingham stared at Ty, a hardness in his eyes as he leaned back and waited. “Show me what you have. I will let you know whether it’s anything I can move.”

      Ty pulled open the pack, debating which of the dragon remnants to start with. The large bone might be the most interesting, but it wasn’t the hottest. With dragon remnants, the heat mattered, and the remnants that had more heat within them often were far more valuable than those with less. He would hold off on the claw until a bit later, then. He would start with one of the smaller bones.

      He reached into the pack and pulled it out.

      Bingham frowned, taking it from him and turning it in his hand, rolling it from one side to the other. “Do you know where this comes from?” he asked as he looked at the bone, tracing his fingers along it.

      Ty had always thought Bingham was knowledgeable when it came to dragon remnants, but he also had an understanding of dragon anatomy, as if that mattered when it came to these things. Perhaps it did. Given that Ty wasn’t one of the Dragon Touched, he didn’t have any idea whether the bone or location where the item came from even mattered.

      “I don’t have time to study anatomy, Bingham. And it doesn’t really even matter. It only matters that we have things the king wants and we sell them back to him.”

      It was the best part of the whole process. He would gather the dragon items, often things that came from the king’s collection, then sell them back to the king. Ty and Bingham didn’t like to keep them for themselves. There was no point in doing so. They couldn’t use them, as anything dragon-related was not valuable to anyone other than the king.

      “It doesn’t matter to you, but it does matter to me.” The hardness hadn’t faded from his expression, but now an edge of irritability entered into his voice. “This comes from a finger bone.” He held out a finger, wiggling it. “I imagine if you were to find a dragon attached to this, you would be amazed at just how impressive their digits are.”

      It was larger than the finger bone of the stunted dragon—probably twice as long or longer. “What about this one?” Ty asked, pulling the other bone out of the pack.

      Bingham grabbed for the bone and lifted it up, holding it to the lantern. “Not quite as warm, is it?” he muttered, mostly to himself. “I wonder if that means…” He frowned, holding the bone closer to his face. “A different creature. I see.”

      Given the scale of the collection that the Dragon Touched, along with the archaeologists, had gathered at the edge of the city, the size of the find had to be enormous.

      How many different dragons would have been part of it?

      Ty shrugged and pulled out the claw. “What about this?”

      Bingham’s breath caught. “This is far rarer. We don’t find the claws nearly as often. They degrade, unlike the bone.” He held it up to the lantern, as he had with the other two items, and whistled softly. “This is more recent than the others, too.”

      “So we’ve got parts of three dragons?” Ty asked.

      That would explain the size of the find.

      Bingham looked over at him. “From my appraisal, at least. It would be uncommon, but it suggests that the place they encountered these bones was important to the dragons.”

      “Like a nest,” Ty said.

      “Dragons aren’t birds, Ty. Regardless of how they might seem, they are not birds.”

      “They lay eggs.”

      “Have you ever seen a dragon egg?” Bingham asked.

      “I haven’t, but then again, I haven’t seen a fully grown dragon either.”

      “Only because you haven’t ventured to the capital,” Bingham said.

      “Neither have you. And we both know that the dragons the king has aren’t fully grown. They’re… something else,” Ty stated.

      “I haven’t been there recently,” Bingham said softly and sighed, holding the claw and turning it from side to side. “Fascinating. Look at this. The striations in the claw seem to have a different pattern than the bone.”

      Only when Bingham handled dragon bones and remnants did he seem at ease; otherwise, he was gruff—almost angry.

      “I’ve seen the striations,” Ty said.

      Bingham looked up at him. “Have you, now?”

      “You’ve trained me to recognize them,” Ty said.

      Bingham regarded him for a long moment. “I don’t want you bringing me any forgeries.”

      “There aren’t any remnant forgeries. Only relic ones. And you wouldn’t buy them if I did.”

      “I wouldn’t, but I don’t want you wasting your time going after them anyway.”

      “Can you sell it?” Ty asked.

      “The claw is going to raise some questions, and remnants in this quantity are rare, though I could move them. But you brought too much. And with as many Dragon Touched as there are in the city, we’d have to move them quickly.”

      It was similar to what Maggie had said. She had warned him that they wouldn’t be able to move easily through the kingdom and get rid of the dragon bones, so why should he think that Bingham would have a smoother time?

      “I could stash them for a while,” Ty said.

      Bingham watched him. “That’s your plan?”

      “Well, I’m not exactly sure what to do otherwise.”

      “I’ll buy them, but not at the price you want me to,” Bingham said quickly. “I’m sorry, but that’s just the way it is.”

      “I’m getting penalized for bringing you more than you expected?”

      “You’re getting penalized because the Dragon Touched have a heavy presence in the city and the items are getting harder to move without drawing the wrong kind of attention. You’re also getting penalized because—”

      “I get it,” Ty said and looked at the satchel. All of that, and he wouldn’t even make what he should off of it?

      He shouldn’t argue with Bingham about this, but he wanted more.

      There might be other places Ty could bring the items. He knew some merchants in the city and he had his own contacts—maybe not the same ones as Bingham, but enough that he thought he could sell some of this and maybe get more than what Bingham offered.

      The dragon claw was warm in his hand, and as he turned it over, flipping it from side to side, he traced it around the center of his palm, feeling the heat where it touched. The act itself felt soothing and left his skin pleasantly tingling.

      “You trying to decide whether you want to make the deal?” Bingham asked.

      “I’m trying to decide how much to sell you,” Ty said

      “Who else are you going to sell to?”

      Ty shook his head. “I’m not telling you all of my secrets.”

      Bingham grunted. “Now you’re going to hold out on me?”

      Bingham took several of the bones and slipped them beneath the cupboard, out of view. When he was done, he reached into another cabinet and pulled out his box full of coins. Ty figured that he was one of the few people who actually knew where the box of coins could be found. That Bingham allowed him this knowledge was a measure of his trust in Ty. Not that he would dare steal from him. Bingham was his mentor and had been his friend, but he knew he would suffer the same fate as anybody else who tried to cross him if Ty ever dared to steal from him.

      “I heard that there might be one of the Tecal in the city,” Ty stated.

      Bingham froze. “Which one?”

      Ty frowned. “I don’t know. I don’t know enough about the Tecal to know the difference between them.”

      “They’re dangerous,” Bingham said, his voice going soft. “They could make you disappear and no one would know.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “I don’t think that’s what happened to your mother,” Bingham said, waving his hand. “The damn woman just disappeared. You know what she was interested in.”

      “Which might draw the Tecal’s notice,” Ty said.

      “It would be more likely to draw the notice of the Dragon Touched.”

      “The men on the expedition were talking about them as well. Apparently, there are three of the king’s own in the city.”

      “It’s only one of the three I’d be concerned about.” Bingham leaned on the counter and looked over to Ty, frowning. “A man I know only as the Wyn Killer. Dangerous. He’s searching for power, wanting to claim as much of it as possible, and he’s ruthless.”

      Ty had heard some of the stories. “I think those are mostly rumors.”

      “Rumors with enough of a nugget of truth that the other Dragon Touched are afraid of him,” Bingham said. “I wouldn’t care about any rumor, but the specific one I’ve heard does concern me—and it should concern you too. That’s why I don’t want anything to do with the Dragon Touched. Not while he’s here.”

      “Why would he even be here? Did you hear anything about what the expedition found? Other than pearls?”

      Bingham shrugged. “From the size of what they found, I suspect it’s significant.” He glanced to the satchel. “Think about it. You’ve snagged a prize, but even that isn’t probably enough to have made much of a difference to the king.”

      A Tecal, along with a significant presence of Dragon Touched, suggested there was something else to the find. It had to be about more than just bones—and the possibility of dragon pearls.

      Which would explain why there were so many archaeologists at that campsite, as well as the priests. There was something else going on.

      He needed to go back and figure it out. Either he went back to the camp and searched the wagons, or he might have to join the expedition.

      That would be the prize. Then again, that might also draw him the wrong kind of attention, the kind of focus and notice he had wanted to avoid.

      “The king’s men were concerned about the Dragon Thief,” Ty stated.

      Bingham looked over and said, “Another myth.”

      “You sure about that?” he asked. “We’ve heard the stories. There’s somebody out there who’s active. Skilled, too.”

      “Stupid,” Bingham said. “Pitting himself against the king? That’s going to bring too much danger upon him. Last I heard, he had gone after a massive relic.”

      Unlike dragon remnants, the bones and the claws that had a persistent warmth to them, the relic sculptures were smooth and cool. The obsidian was incredibly hard, much harder than the obsidian from Ishantil, which left him believing it was from someplace else. The one remnant that Bingham had on his shelf was incredibly detailed. He could make out the contours of the dragon, the structure of the wings, and the way the creature looked at him—something in its eyes practically calling out to him, demanding his attention. It was so realistic that it wouldn’t have surprised him if the sculpture suddenly started moving.

      “I thought you were moving this to the king,” Ty said, gesturing to the relic on Bingham’s shelf.

      “That takes time. He can’t know I’m involved,” Bingham replied.

      “I know he likes the bones because he thinks they benefit his Dragon Touched, but it seems to me the quality of this sculpture would be far more valuable.”

      “He knows the sculpture is pretty, which is why he’s the only one who’ll buy it. I just have to be careful getting it to him so he can’t track it back to me. The bones can go to any Dragon Touched, but the sculptures… those are for the king only.” Bingham shrugged. “All the king cares about is whether or not something is tied to the dragons and their power.”

      Ty turned the sculpture so that it didn’t seem to look at him so intensely.

      Ty wasn’t exactly sure what he was going to have to do next. Bingham often gave him his jobs, suggesting places he could target, and most of the time, those places were of interest to the king. Ty didn’t have any difficulty with that. He had no real love for the king, though he also didn’t want to antagonize him unnecessarily.

      “You’re looking at me like you think I’ve got something more for you.”

      Ty shrugged. “Don’t you?”

      “I got more mouths to feed than yours,” Bingham said.

      “I just thought—”

      “You just thought that because I knew your mother, I would only use you.” Bingham looked back down to the sculpture, shaking his head. “She’s been gone long enough that whatever relationship the two of us had is gone—and whatever you and I have needs a little work.” He looked up at Ty. “Don’t think I don’t know how you’ve been trading with Maggie.”

      Ty held his gaze on Bingham. He had thought he had managed to keep that part of his business quiet. Why would he think he could keep anything from Bingham?

      “I’m just looking for information,” Ty said.

      “Then go find it yourself,” Bingham replied.

      “What do you think I’m doing?”

      Bingham frowned at him. “Can’t say that I know. Making a mess of finding anything useful.” He motioned to the pile of bones. “Something like that is just going to draw the attention of the Dragon Touched. There’s a reason we go for unique items. Quality over quantity.”

      “You know, Bingham, I was thinking—”

      Ty cut himself off before he said anything too foolish. Bingham wasn’t wrong. Had Ty done the job the right way, following the expedition before things started getting shipped from the city, he might have been able to snag something more interesting.

      As it was, a pile of bones had some value, but only to one of the Dragon Touched. And only if they could move them. The challenge was finding that balance.

      Maybe he needed to head up to see what else the expedition had uncovered. There was something more to it. The dragon’s presence at least suggested there was something more there. If Bingham wasn’t going to be involved, then maybe Ty would have to do it himself.

      “What were you thinking?” Bingham asked.

      “I was thinking I might have to see what else the expedition found.”

      Bingham looked up at him. “If they have a dragon there, it might be best if you stay clear.”

      “Maybe,” Ty said.

      Bingham regarded him for a long moment, then turned his attention back to his shop. Ty thought maybe he’d say something else, maybe he’d offer him some different piece of advice, but he didn’t. So Ty stepped out into the street, holding on to his bundle, and looked up toward Ishantil.

      There was still a trembling within it. It seemed like the volcano was giving him a message, one that both Maggie and Bingham tried to share with him, for different reasons.

      Maybe it was time for him to leave the city altogether.

      He had been staying in Zarinth because of his parents, but they had been gone long enough that he had started to think their return would be increasingly unlikely.

      Albion had moved on, why shouldn’t I?

      The problem for him was that he wasn’t sure how.

      He found himself drawn back toward the small encampment outside of the city—toward the dragon. Ishantil rumbled, and he wondered what other message might be hidden within its sound.
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      As he approached the wall, he saw that the wagons had moved. Ty stood staring for a moment. There was no sign of them, other than the rutted ground the wheels had made. There were other wagons in the small space, but they were off to the side and empty, as if they were waiting for more findings from the expedition. There was no sign of the dragon either. Only several archaeologists, a single priest—though not Albion, thankfully—and one of the Dragon Touched.

      Ty was cautious as he moved along the wall, careful to avoid drawing any attention to himself, though as he peered up and over it, he saw only a few boxes remaining inside.

      He looked at the bundle he carried. It would only draw attention. Bingham wasn’t going to sell it—at least, not yet.

      Which meant that having this bundle put him in danger, as it was something the Dragon Touched could find easily. Anything that carried dragon remnants within it—the bones, the claw, or the dragon pearls, as rare as they were—could be tracked by one of the Dragon Touched. It was tied to the power they possessed, though it was not something Ty particularly understood.

      He had lingered too long.

      A figure stepped through the small gate and looked toward him.

      He’d been paying attention to what was inside the wall, barely keeping his eyes on anything else, but practice—and instinct—warned him. He looked back and saw the Dragon Touched looking in his direction.

      He clutched the bundle even tighter.

      He had to continue to be careful, or else he might reveal that he had something he wasn’t supposed to have. If the Dragon Touched suddenly decided to come after him, it would mean his capture. He hurried along the wall, not wanting to linger much longer, but he also remained curious.

      The Dragon Touched started after him.

      Ty hurried into the city, finding the crowd more robust than he was accustomed to. He saw people carrying massive bags, and he followed one of them until he saw them approaching a merchant caravan, then realized there were other, similar caravans nearby.

      Maggie had mentioned that some people were already starting to leave, but it surprised him to see them heading out. He looked up to Ishantil, forgetting the Dragon Touched for a moment.

      Ishantil had trembled often enough over the last few weeks that he had stopped paying attention to every rumble, but perhaps it was the threat of an eruption that had scared people. If he didn’t have anywhere to go, maybe he would be scared.

      But he could find Maggie and take her up on her offer—though that meant leaving, and he wasn’t ready. It was as simple as that.

      There was a part of Ty that still believed his parents would eventually return. More than that, he had made his own life here. It was comfortable. At least, as comfortable as it could be. Ishantil’s little trembling didn’t mean much. It would calm down. It always did.

      He glanced back and saw the Dragon Touched taking a different street, where he would get lost, most likely. There were soldiers out in the city, as there often were. It was better here than other places in the kingdom, based on what he’d heard. The ghost king didn’t have the same influence here. They were too isolated. He might try, but there was something about Zarinth that offered Ty a sense of safety he wouldn’t have elsewhere in the kingdom.

      Ty wouldn’t know where to go if he chose to leave.

      Heading to Lothinal was just as bad. He didn’t know anything about it. Again, Maggie’s offer came back to him. At one point, he could swear he saw a figure trailing after him. Not the Dragon Touched, but someone else. A dark cloak, face obscured, and nothing else visible.

      Ty slipped into the crowd, clutching his bundle to him. No one paid him any mind, and it didn’t really seem out of place with the number of people out. He continued his circuit, making his way around the outskirts of the city and heading into the older section, where the ancient structures still survived.

      He caught sight of another Dragon Touched, and Ty turned, thinking he could change directions, when he caught sight of yet another one.

      They were coming close to him. He looked to the bundle of bones he carried. They were following it.

      He cursed to himself. He wasn’t going to be able to get out of here with the bones.

      He was too far away from his home, or any other place he knew within the city, to stash them.

      Ishantil trembled, and he heard a few gasps.

      He searched in either direction, looking at the Dragon Touched, but they ignored the trembling and kept making their way toward him. He dropped the bones into an alley and hurried off, slipping the cloak back around his shoulders. He hadn’t gone very far before he saw the Dragon Touched stopping in the alley and searching around.

      Ty hurried ahead, slipping away, wanting to avoid any additional notice.

      But now he’d lost his prize.

      He turned, and once again he thought he caught sight of a cloaked figure, which forced him to scurry forward even faster.

      There were far fewer people out there than there were near the central part of the city. He meandered around until he got to the main street leading directly through Zarinth, continuing to look behind him, but he saw no further sign of the cloaked figure. Maybe he had only imagined that he had returned, though he didn’t think so. More likely than not, the cloaked figure had identified that Ty had looped around.

      Who was it?

      Not somebody from Zarinth. Very few people from the city would be dressed in a heavy cloak, so unlike the thin one Ty wore in the jungle, keeping their hood up and trapping the humidity inside. Most would prefer to wrap a slip of silk around their mouth if they wanted to mask themselves—either that, or they would tie a bandanna around their head, concealing almost everything except their eyes.

      In the distance, the Temple of the Flame loomed above the city. This close to Ishantil, the Temple was a place of prestige, more than would be found elsewhere within the kingdom. It was a place close to the Flame, similar to the steam swamp in the south or the fire fields to the west—places the priests believed gave a direct connection to the power of the Flame.

      Having seen his brother in the city, he had not intended to go looking for him, but now that the caravan with all of the expedition’s findings had departed, he was curious. Maybe Albion knew something about what the king had found, though it was unlikely Albion would share it with him. His brother was too faithful of a servant to the Priests of the Flame. Still, he was his brother.

      Ty hurried along the street, making his way through the city to the central portion. The crowd thickened the farther he went, and he made his way past some of the easternmost houses and shops, all of them in the kingdom’s style of architecture, constructed of square blocks with slate roofs. It was only when he passed beyond the temple and neared the western edge of the city that everything began to change, becoming a bit more curved. Some of the structures were made of ancient timbers that seemed to have been hollowed out to create the houses, almost as if the houses were carved from the forest itself. Others were dug out of the old lava flows, tubes that formed rows of irregular houses. Those buildings gave Zarinth its uniqueness.

      There was something of a division that had formed, wherein the temple itself served as the dividing line: Everything east of it was constructed of stone, and everything west of it was wood and earth, tied to a people so ancient that no one in Zarinth knew who had been responsible for the creation of the buildings.

      As he neared the temple, the soldiers appeared again. He stayed back, afraid of getting too close, and not wanting to draw the attention of the Dragon Touched. He didn’t need to get pulled along by that strange dragon magic, somehow using the power of the dragon claw to draw him in.

      Instead, he watched.

      The soldiers made their way beyond the temple, toward the massive palace situated slightly to the north. The palace housed the Darasheen, the king’s servant in the city. He was the highest-ranking official here, though the Darasheen didn’t serve nearly as high a role of honor in Zarinth as they would in other parts of the kingdom. Instead, the High Priest of the Flame was exalted above all others, creating a strange tension in the city.

      Ty watched for a while before the soldiers disappeared altogether. They continued heading toward the palace, a crowd following behind them. A part of him wanted to follow them, but he didn’t dare get too close.

      When he finally tore his gaze away, he moved closer toward the temple. There was a wide plaza outside the entrance, though plenty of cobbled streets separated the temple from the rest of the city on all sides. It was a solid tower of black stone—all obsidian block, and all harvested from Ishantil. It loomed high into the air, with an enormous flame burning atop it.

      Ty reached the doors but stopped himself, then looped around to the back entrance. He was familiar with the temple in a way that very few who were not of the priesthood would be. That came from his brother’s service and his time in the temple when he’d first joined.

      A small door made of iron and black-lacquered wood interrupted the stone on the western side. The wood reminded him of the rubal trees, the surface smooth and incredibly dense. He pushed open the door. Later in the day, the door would be locked and he wouldn’t have any way of accessing it, but now, he was given free rein to open it and head inside.

      There was a small entranceway then a narrow passage leading to the main part of the temple. It had been a long time since Ty had come here. The last time had been when his brother still served this particular temple, but he had little reason to doubt that Albion would be here. It was worth checking his old room as well. The temple wasn’t so densely occupied that his brother’s room would’ve been claimed by someone else.

      A staircase led off to his left, and Ty took it until he got to the third level, then made his way along until he reached what had once been his brother’s door.

      He had his hand raised to knock when the door opened.

      Albion stood across from him, dressed in the distinctive priest robes. The corners of his eyes wrinkled slightly. “Tydornen?” he asked, frowning at him.

      He smiled at his brother, though it was a forced gesture. “I heard you were in the city. I thought I’d stop by to visit.”

      Albion’s mouth pressed together in another tight frown. “How did you hear that?”

      Ty shifted his stance for a moment. He hated lying to his older brother. Not because he was a priest, as Ty didn’t really care much about the priests, but because it was his brother. He was the only family that Ty had left, even though Albion had abandoned him for the priesthood.

      “I might’ve seen you working with the archaeologists,” Ty said.

      “That wasn’t you, was it?”

      Ty held Albion’s gaze, saying nothing.

      “It was. By the Flame, Ty, you should know better than to upset the king,” Albion said.

      “Are you more concerned about me upsetting the king or the priesthood?”

      “Seeing as how I know you don’t care about the priesthood, I think you should respect the king.”

      “The expedition has already departed.” Ty was curious what reaction he would get out of his brother, and whether he would even acknowledge what he knew about the expedition.

      Albion watched him for a moment. “They were never going to stay long.”

      “What did they find?”

      Albion flicked his gaze upward briefly. “Sacred remnants. Perhaps more, though I am not privy to that.”

      Ty considered his next question. What came from him was not what he anticipated. “And why are you here?”

      “I serve the High Priest, and I travel where he travels.”

      “And where will that be?”

      Albion regarded him. “For now, it keeps me here.”

      Ty was suddenly aware that they were standing in the hall having this conversation. He forced another smile. “At least let me come in.”

      “You can come in. You can visit. But I really don’t have much time today.”

      Albion stepped aside and let him enter.

      Ty had wondered if he would even be willing to do so. He didn’t know his older brother the way he once had, and it had been a long time since he could claim he knew him well. They were quite different. Albion had left home when he was young, joining the priesthood at sixteen, and had risen through the ranks quickly. He had been gone a few years when their parents had disappeared, and he hadn’t seemed nearly as impacted by it as Ty had.

      Maybe it was because Ty had been younger when they’d gone. Maybe it was because he had been on his own and he had to figure out how he was going to survive. Or maybe it was simply that he was closer to his parents than Albion had ever been.

      Whatever it was, the two of them had a strained relationship. Ty had always wanted a bit more from Albion, but his serving the priesthood had made it difficult. He was far busier than Ty, and though Ty tried to conceal from Albion the kind of work he engaged in, he had long suspected Albion knew exactly what it was that he did.

      The inside of Albion’s room was sparsely decorated, the walls the same black stone as the rest of the tower. The air had a strange spice smell to it, and Ty noticed a lamp resting on a table, burning the oil that the priests preferred. A hint of smoke trailed up from it, giving the room its scent. A table with a chair occupied one side of the room and a narrow cot occupied the other. He had a lantern sitting on the other table as well, illuminating a massive book splayed atop it, the Tome of the Flame.

      Ty glanced at the book, even flipping through the pages. His father had always kept the Tome of the Flame in their home, and he recognized certain passages. Their father had been devout, much like Albion. Ty and his mother, though…

      He looked over to his brother. “You don’t have much here,” he said.

      “I have few needs. The Flame provides.”

      “If the Flame provided, I wouldn’t be spending so much time searching for our parents.”

      “Tydornen—”

      It sounded different when he said it—harsher, the way their father had always said his full name, nothing like the musical way their mother made it sound. “That’s fine,” Ty said. “Besides, I don’t want to take too much of your time.” He took a deep breath, gathering himself, and let it out slowly. “Has there been any word during your travels about—”

      “There’s been no word,” Albion said softly. “During our stops, I’ve looked for more information, but I haven’t heard.”

      That disappointed Ty. He thought Albion’s travels would result in more luck finding information about their parents, but perhaps serving the High Priest kept him too busy for that. Then again, he doubted whether Albion even looked. Maybe he’d truly moved on.

      “I was just hoping we might find something more,” Ty said.

      “If there was something, I would be sure to send word to you.”

      “Would you?”

      Albion frowned before nodding to him. “Of course I would.”

      Ty fidgeted in place, though his discomfort might have come from being in the temple as much as it came from standing in front of his brother after being apart from him for so long. “I just want to find them.” Both of them. Their mother had gone first, then Father had gone after her, leaving word he would be gone for a time. But he had not returned.

      “I have told you that we need to trust the Flame,” Albion said.

      Ty looked over at the massive book resting on the table. He remembered the first time Albion had been given the book, how excited he had been, and what it had meant for him. In Albion’s mind, being given the tome meant he was now truly a part of the priesthood. In Ty’s mind, it meant Albion was truly torn from him, no longer connected in the way they had once been. Albion might still be his brother, but now he was more a part of the priesthood than anything else.

      “The Flame. I’m afraid the Flame has offered me little reassurance that anything will protect them,” Ty said.

      “You lack faith,” Albion said.

      “I have faith.”

      “In the Flame?” Albion asked, watching him.

      Ty shook his head. “Not in the Flame. I have faith in myself.”

      “What does that mean, Tydornen?”

      “It means I’m determined to find them.”

      “I see.” Albion glanced over at the table, resting his hand there for a moment before turning back to Ty. “If this is the only reason you have come, then I’m afraid there isn’t much I can say. I don’t have the answers you want.”

      “I had just hoped that maybe you would be willing to keep looking. You have access to places that I haven’t been able to reach.”

      Albion watched him, an unreadable expression in his eyes. He kept his face neutral, like any good priest. “You aren’t forced to remain here.”

      “I’m not forced, but I’m not leaving,” he said, turning away from his brother. A moment of silence passed between them. “The king sent a dragon.”

      “If you think I know what valuables the king found, you are mistaken. There were sacred remnants, but nothing else,” Albion said. “Even if there were anything more, I’m not going to provide you with information that you will then use to try to steal from the king. You need to abandon that lifestyle.”

      “That lifestyle lets me search for information about our parents.”

      “I know it’s hard for you to believe, but I would like to find them as much as you do.”

      “I doubt it,” Ty said.

      Albion breathed out slowly. “You might not believe me, and that saddens me, but I do care about them—and I care about finding them—as much as you do.”

      Ty fidgeted again. What had he thought his brother would say? That he’d suddenly have a change of heart? That he would be willing to abandon the Flame if it meant bringing them back?

      Ty got to his feet. “I guess I was hoping my brother might be willing to help.”

      “That’s not what you were hoping for,” he said. He glanced over at his bed and Ty tensed. “You were hoping to find something you can steal. I can’t help with that. What I can tell you is that Ishantil is unsettled. The Flame is uneasy. Those in the expedition can see it.”

      Hearing his brother mention that gave him a different sense of it—and he felt more concerned than he had been before. “What are you saying?” Ty asked.

      “I’m saying that Ishantil may erupt.”

      “Ishantil has been uneasy before.”

      “Not like this. The Flame has not been so angered in many years.”

      “Angered?”

      Albion’s mask faded for a moment, and in that moment, he looked like the young man Ty remembered from all those years ago—the one who had once led them both through the jungle, laughing and playing in the trees—but then it faded.

      “I should not have said anything,” Albion stated.

      “If you know something…”

      “What I know is beside the point.” Albion offered a slight smile. “You are welcome in the temple at any time.”

      “In the temple,” Ty repeated.

      Albion nodded.

      “You don’t want me to visit?” Ty asked.

      “I don’t think you’re visiting for the right reasons,” Albion said.

      “And what are ‘the right reasons’?”

      “Finding your faith.”

      “My faith died when our parents left,” Ty said.

      “And that is when mine took hold. It’s my faith that helps me know there is a greater purpose. The Flame will guide us, Tydornen. It’s the Flame that will provide us with the warmth we need during those nights when it seems so cold and dark.”

      “It’s your faith that keeps you from helping your brother, who’s the only one doing anything to try to find them.”

      “We both know that’s not true,” Albion said.

      Ty just shook his head. “I don’t even know what’s true anymore.” He turned and left his brother’s room, closing the door behind him.

      When he was back outside, he circled around the temple until he reached the street leading toward the palace. He noticed more activity than he was accustomed to seeing in the city. It wasn’t just the soldiers—though there were quite a few of them, patrolling along the street and guarding the palace—as there were also citizens of Zarinth, many of them seemingly packing up their belongings. When Ishantil trembled again, Ty couldn’t help but feel as if perhaps they were making the right decision.

      Albion wasn’t going to tell him what was going on, but he tried not to let his frustration with his brother get the best of him. They were brothers, yes, but Albion had long ago proven that he was more faithful to the Flame than he was to his family.

      He looked up to Ishantil as it trembled yet again. Maybe it was time to leave. Everything seemed to be working against him, trying to tell him that he needed to go. He’d been in Zarinth long enough.

      But to leave, he needed one more score. Something of value. He had a stash of gold, but it would take time—and money—to get established somewhere else, wherever that might be.

      The presence of the soldiers, the archaeologists, and even the dragon suggested there was a significant score from the expedition. The remnants might have been brought from the city, but there would still be more. There had to be. That was what he had to go after.

      Then he would go to Maggie and take her offer.
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      Ty looked up at Ishantil again, as the volcano created a soft, glowing light.

      After visiting with his brother, he was increasingly curious about what the expedition had found, but he was also thinking that he needed to get to the summit soon. If he waited too long, he wouldn’t have time to see what the expedition had found before they departed altogether. It was more than just that though. He was also concerned about what would happen if Maggie left before he had an opportunity to get back to her.

      In the past, it was Ty’s experience that she had only stayed for several days, occasionally a week, but never longer than that—never so long that it would draw any attention to her presence. To anyone else in the kingdom, she was little more than a simple merchant, but to those who knew her, and knew where she traveled, she was much more than that.

      He had to focus on Ishantil.

      Ty wasn’t afraid of the volcano. When he was younger, they had lived along the side of the volcano, though they were closer to Zarinth than to the massive lava lake that caused the glowing light seen all throughout the city.

      But with Ishantil trembling like this, he wasn’t exactly sure that he wanted to venture up the side of the mountain. There was one way he could go that would likely draw less attention, but he wasn’t sure that he wanted to take the Path of the Flame, the sacred journey the priests had secured through the jungle, leading all the way up to the summit.

      Instead, he veered off, heading down a less well-worn path through the jungle, winding his way ever farther.

      He didn’t hear any sound of velum, but he was concerned they were there, always around him. He didn’t know where the expedition had discovered the dragon remnants, but if there were remnants still out there, he wanted to know how to find them so he could dig them out and trade them for other assets.

      In all the time he’d lived in the jungle, he hadn’t come across any dragon remnants, but then he didn’t have an ability to detect them like the Dragon Touched did. Anything he would find would be accidental. His mother had often searched around Ishantil, looking more for relics than remnants, though she hadn’t refused either. He never knew what she did with them, as they weren’t left in the house, and he didn’t think she sold them to Bingham.

      When he was younger, he had been far more willing to run through the jungle, usually with Albion. As he passed a familiar section of it now, he thought about when he had traveled through here with his brother—so long ago that it no longer seemed real. It was a time when their family was intact.

      Ty paused here. The notch on the tree was the same one Albion had made while waiting on him. As the older brother, he often took the lead.

      “I thought you and Mother traveled the jungle all the time,” Ty recalled Albion saying while pausing briefly to wait for him.

      “Not all the time,” Ty had told him. “Just when she wants to go see the lava lake.”

      “Father goes up there, you know.”

      “Because he believes in the Flame,” Ty had said.

      “The Flame provides,” Albion had said with a hint of mocking. “The Flame provides fire and warmth, but what else do you think it provides?”

      They were young—Albion not even ten at that point, and still well before he had begun his journey to the Flame.

      “Mother thinks we should respect the Flame,” Ty said.

      “Mother believes in the Flame because she celebrates what it was.”

      He ran forward, and Ty chased him. They hurried up the slope, and at one point, Albion had let out a singsong whistle. He looked over to Ty. “Have to keep the velum back. If you do it right, you can even call to them.”

      “How did you learn to match Mother?” Ty asked.

      “When you listen long enough, you can start to hear the cadence. There’s a rhythm to it,” Albion replied.

      Ty had tried. His mother had made it clear there was a certain pattern that the velum respected. She had always treated them differently than others in Zarinth did.

      Albion paused near another tree, but it was Ty who spotted the trap. He carved through it with his slender knife, keeping it from tripping and catching one of the velum. If they were ensnared in the trap, they would shriek for hours. It would draw the hunter who captured them, but it would also draw other velum. He hated that sound.

      The hunters who risked the jungle did so for the velum, their furs prized elsewhere in the kingdom, their meat valued to anyone outside of Zarinth, but his mother had always steered clear of that. She had taught Ty and Albion to cut down any traps they saw.

      “Can you whistle?” Albion asked.

      “You know I can whistle,” Ty said.

      He tried to make the same sound as Albion—and their mother—but he didn’t have the right rhythm. Albion was right. He felt like there was some part of it that he wasn’t catching. He didn’t know what it was, but it seemed he needed a bit more of a high-pitched trill as he replicated the sound.

      Albion chuckled, cuffing him on the shoulder. “Come on. You can stop cutting traps down.”

      “We don’t need the hunters coming through here.”

      “And we don’t need them coming by our home to figure out who was responsible.”

      “They would just blame the velum.”

      Albion shook his head. “The velum have sharp claws, but they don’t use weapons.”

      “I’ve seen knives in the jungle.” Not often, but Ty had found slender bone blades in places that didn’t make sense, as if the hunters had abandoned them, though no hunter ever dared go through those parts of the jungle.

      “Probably old remnants,” Albion said.

      Ty wasn’t sure of that, but he wasn’t about to challenge his brother when it came to the velum, or anything, really. He looked up to him. He raced through the trees, winding past vines, working his way closer to the summit, always chasing after his brother.

      As they had neared the vibrant glowing, a figure standing along the rocky edge of the lava lake caught Ty’s attention, the orange bloom of light illuminating her. It was his mother. Her golden hair reflected the light coming off of the lava lake. Her pale yellow dress matched her hair. She had her hands raised, almost as if she were transfixed in prayer, though she wasn’t a celebrant of the Flame.

      “What do you think she’s…” He trailed off as he realized Albion wasn’t there.

      His mother turned, as if recognizing they were there, and smiled. For a moment, Ty thought he had caught a glimpse of something behind her, as if the lava lake had created a streamer of flame that somehow glowed with a strange energy, but he wasn’t entirely sure if it was real or just imagined. This place often played tricks on them.

      A whistle nearby caught his attention, and he looked over to see Albion standing near the lava lake, whistling the velum sound as his mother joined in. Ty tried to make the sound too, and once again failed. As they whistled, Ty could practically feel the jungle swell with activity—velum responding to the call, but not making their presence seen.

      Then a strange trill jolted his thoughts into the present, and he looked around.

      Ty shook those thoughts away. It had been a long time ago since he had been in the jungle, long enough that he no longer considered it home the way he once had. Still, when he came across a hunter’s trap, he unsheathed his dragon-bone dagger, cut it free, and continued up the narrow path.

      He looked up into the trees. The trill was an actual velum whistle, not the memory of Albion and his mother mimicking the sound. He didn’t see any sign of the velum now, but they had to be there somewhere. Ty tried whistling, mostly for himself—he knew he wasn’t going to draw the velum in or scare them away.

      He stayed on the path, heading up the side of the mountain. He had gone only a little farther when the trembling came again.

      The priests believed they could do something about the possible eruption, as if praying would somehow protect people from the volcano. When the trembling came yet again, he debated going back, but he needed to see the expedition. If he was going to leave Zarinth—and he was trying to convince himself he would—he needed the right kind of score. Now that he didn’t even have the dragon bones, he wasn’t sure what it was going to take.

      Ty jogged up the path. It was a bit difficult to move quickly, especially as he had to duck beneath the vines and branches that tried to snare him, but for the most part, he managed to. He paused every time the ground rumbled again, listening to it, prepared for its strangeness, but there was nothing more.

      The trees began to grow even more densely together.

      He was getting close to the lava lake.

      Ty would be able to feel the rising heat in the air even if the trees weren’t growing together. He would know that heat anywhere. The jungle itself was incredibly hot, but it was worse near the lava lake.

      He slowed, listening. Most creatures stayed away from this part of the jungle. There was no reason for them to venture here. It was dangerous near the lava lake, and many of them simply couldn’t withstand the heat.

      When he reached the outskirts of the lava lake, he moved toward it slowly, feeling the intense heat radiating from it. Steam drifted through the trees, creating something of a fog around everything. He had to cover his mouth, not wanting to breathe in too much of the hot air. It didn’t help completely, but was enough to make it tolerable.

      The trees around him cast a shadow around everything, though a glowing light came from the lava lake, as if it were one of the dragon lights itself. Getting close to the lake, he could almost imagine the power of the Flame and could almost understand why the Priests of the Flame celebrated it the way they did.

      Almost.

      Then there was the way his mother had celebrated the lava lake. He never really understood why, or what reason she had for coming up here. She had respected all things natural though—not only the velum, but the idea of the dragons, and had always had an interest in their relics.

      He made his way around the outskirts of the lake, looking toward the flames.

      Every so often, there came a faint trembling from within the lake.

      Where would the expedition have been?

      If it had been near the lava lake, Ty would’ve expected to see it, but there was no sign of any transport coming through here. They must have used a different path heading down the slope, one that was less active.

      He continued along the lake, still seeing nothing. He paused at one point, glancing down and noticing a pile of rocks before he moved on. There was no evidence that anybody else had come here. Very few people risked doing so. Most feared getting too close to it, thinking they would burn up just by their proximity to it, and there was something to be said about that. It was not necessarily safe to get as close to it as Ty was; there was always the chance there would be an exploding bubble of lava. At least one person from Zarinth had died because they got too close to the lake.

      Ty noticed something new though.

      Lava must have bubbled free.

      Now he saw something. Many of the trees in the jungle had scorched branches, stunted arms that reached toward the lake, only to be burned away as they caught fire.

      Ishantil really was more active.

      He paused near a finger of rock. There were dozens of them stretching out of the lava lake, looking as if the lava had poured up at certain points, then cooled, congealed, and formed arms that angled up and toward the center of the lake, like massive claws straining to hold the lava in.

      His brother would find that thought too close to thinking the Flame was something to celebrate. The ground rumbled again and Ty staggered forward, catching himself only two paces before falling into the lake itself.

      While he hadn’t seen any sign of the expedition, he realized that it wouldn’t necessarily be near the lava lake. Wherever it was, he would come across digging and excavation. He also figured some of the archaeologists were probably still working. They wouldn’t have abandoned the dig site just yet, not because of Ishantil. They would only do that if they had already found everything possible to excavate.

      He continued onward when he caught a flicker of movement behind him.

      Ty paused, turning slowly, reaching for his dragon-bone knife. He looked through the jungle, thinking maybe he had come across the expedition, but the movement hadn’t come from there.

      It had come from the trees.

      He looked up and spun just as one of the velum came jumping toward him. It had a rounded, furred face and massive fangs, and its two arms were swinging toward him. Ty kicked, catching the creature in the stomach. The velum reacted, scrambling toward him.

      Ty tried whistling the way his mother and Albion had taught him, but couldn’t remember how to do it quite right. He had to chase the creature off somehow. If he ran now, he’d draw the attention of other velum.

      When the velum launched himself at Ty again, he spun off to the side. It raked its claws at him, barely missing. The velum reacted, spinning toward him again and ripping at him with its claws.

      Ty dropped to the ground, trying to avoid the next attack. As the velum soared over him, he reached up, grabbed it by its arm, and swung. Ty meant to swing the creature toward a tree, away from him, but the creature slashed at him and Ty lost his grip. It went tumbling toward the lava lake.

      The velum screamed. It was a loud, painful shriek, and it split the silence of the jungle. That might attract more of the velum. The scream died off as the creature hit the lava lake and began to burn.

      An attack like that was unusual. The velum didn’t often attack, not unprovoked, and not unless they were hunting. He scanned the treetops but didn’t see any sign of other velum.

      Could it be the disruption of Ishantil that had them on edge?

      He had never mastered the whistle that his mother—and his brother—had known to use with the velum. Now he wished he would have tried harder. Or more recently. Since moving to the city, he hadn’t the need to practice the whistle in the same way.

      He was tempted to return back down the mountainside, but he had come up here for a reason. Ty wasn’t going to let one angry velum scare him away. He needed to find the expedition. Albion had mentioned that the expedition could tell Ishantil was unsettled. That meant it had to be close to the lava lake.

      The lake wasn’t visible from most places in the jungle. The trees were too dense. Branches and massive leaves made it difficult to see more than a few paces away. And because of that, he had an idea.

      He looped around the lava lake, scrambling over rock, ducking between trees, and always circling in a way that would keep the lake in view. He made certain not to make too much noise, not wanting to draw the attention of the velum, but there had been no additional sounds. It was just him.

      Finally, he saw a section of the jungle that had been disrupted.

      Ty slowed as he approached.

      At first, he thought the dig site had been abandoned, but that wasn’t it at all. There was a trail of hardened lava leading up to it. Ishantil had already erupted once. And it had destroyed everything around the dig site.

      They were done. The expedition gone. There was nothing more to find here.

      Why hadn’t Albion said anything?

      Perhaps he hadn’t known. The priests wouldn’t necessarily be privy to what the archaeologists had encountered. And his brother was a visiting priest, not even one stationed in the city. He had been permitted to help sort through the find, but that didn’t mean that Albion would have access to all parts of the expedition.

      Still, he did serve the High Priest. That seemed to matter.

      He moved carefully around the remnants of the dig site, and found where they had excavated. He couldn’t see much of it, only that there were sections of the ground that had been carefully removed, but lava had layered over the top of it, making it impossible for him to make anything else out.

      The ground trembled again. He glanced over to Ishantil, and saw a bubble of fire bursting from the lava lake.

      It’s not safe to be here now.

      In fact, it was actively stupid for him to be here. If it remained this unsettled, then there was no reason for anyone to come back up here. Ishantil was certainly more active now than he had ever seen it. What would happen if that lava lake completely erupted, running down the mountainside?

      It’s time to go.

      That thought stayed with him.

      He made his way back to the path he’d used coming up the mountainside, then hurried down it. He made a point of steering clear of any places he knew the velum to have been, and by the time he reached the base of the mountain, stepping free of the jungle, he was tired, but also resolved to do what he had planned.

      It was time to leave.

      Ty started into the city, heading toward Maggie’s caravan. The streets were quiet, though not empty, but as he approached where she’d set up, he found she had already left.

      He wasn’t going to be able to go with her.

      Ishantil rumbled, and he looked up. It was getting dark, and he noticed that the glow at the summit had shifted. Now it seemed to spurt angry sprays of lava as the volcano neared its full eruption.

      The farther he went into the city, the more people he saw rushing through, carrying their belongings, and scrambling away. More people were evacuating. They were the smart ones—or, at least, they were the ones with the means to leave and find a place to settle. Those on the outskirts of the city had not evacuated. Those closest to Ishantil didn’t have the funds to do so.

      They would be trapped. If Ishantil fully erupted, the way that Ty increasingly feared it might, they would be trapped here.

      They had to hope it wouldn’t destroy their home, but that was all it was—hope, as foolish as following the Path of the Flame.

      He stood in place, then noticed the ground trembling longer and with more energy than it had before. The brightness up on the mountaintop started to shift again.

      Ishantil had started to erupt.

      It was time for him to move. Time to leave.

      But how was he going to do it?
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      A knock woke him from sleep and Ty stirred, then he got up to check the door of his small home, dragon-bone dagger in hand. The surface of the dagger was painted black, concealing that it was dragon bone, and supposedly making it so the Dragon Touched couldn’t detect it, but the warmth within it always served as a reminder of the value it possessed. The dagger was incredibly sharp and, theoretically, couldn’t be easily damaged—though Ty had never tested that and had no intention of doing so. It also had the advantage of not needing to be sharpened.

      He was tired, still slowly shuffling to the door, and when another knock came, he shook his head. He wanted to go back to bed, but he had plans to make. The eruption had been brief, but long enough to put fear into Ty’s heart.

      He had wandered the city, watching as those with money joined caravans carrying far more than they normally would, heading through the narrow valley leading into the rest of the kingdom. He had searched for Maggie, thinking he might be able to find her wagons, but saw no sign of her. She was well and truly gone.

      If only she would have waited for him—but she’d been waiting for him for the better part of several years, and in that time, he had never gone with her. First, because he had found an opportunity—he was going to be a healer, gaining some experience with one of the local folk healers after his parents’ initial disappearance—then, because he had moved into a different line of work.

      After trying to find Maggie, Ty had gone looking for his brother. It would be another way to leave the city, but he didn’t know where Albion had gone either. His belongings were still in the room, which suggested he was in no hurry to leave. After that, Ty had come back home and thought to get an hour or two of rest, but had slept longer than he intended.

      “Who’s there?” Ty asked.

      “Open the damn door, Tydornen.”

      Ty cracked the door open just a little bit, poking his eye out. “What are you doing here, Bingham? What time is it, anyway?” He rubbed the sleep from his eyes but still felt exhausted. How long had he been sleeping?

      “Late enough that you got the rest you need. Now, are you going to open the door or are you going to make me push it open?”

      “You might as well break it down. It’s not going to matter soon enough,” Ty said.

      Bingham shoved on the door, and since Ty hadn’t really done anything to keep it closed, it slammed open, forcing him back. Bingham stormed into Ty’s small home. “It smells terrible in here.”

      “I wasn’t expecting company,” Ty said.

      “You could keep it a little neater than this,” Bingham muttered, looking around.

      “Neater than what?” Ty headed to the window and pulled the curtain open. Early morning light was visible, though it was still somewhat dark. “You never told me what time it is.”

      “Time for us to get moving.”

      “Like the rest of the city,” Ty said.

      Bingham regarded him with flat eyes. “Exactly. I’ve been talking to some of my contacts, and both the priests and the archaeologists think that we have no more than a week before Ishantil fully erupts. We haven’t seen anything like this for centuries. It’s why people are scrambling. Those who know somebody, or know somebody who knows somebody, are getting out of the city.”

      That explained why the exodus from the city had begun to spread to those who wouldn’t be as well-connected. They had been paying attention to what those with money were doing. And getting more money so he could leave was part of the reason he had been willing to go up the mountain, but that opportunity was gone as well.

      Why were there wagons outside the city though?

      The rest of the expedition would already have been gone, but not the wagons. Soldiers, he told himself. That was why. They were waiting to escort the soldiers, and perhaps even the Dragon Touched, out of the city.

      “Do you have something in mind?” Ty asked.

      Leave it to Bingham to bail him out. For a cost, Ty knew, but maybe the old man would have something for him.

      “I have a woman who’s agreed to carry us toward Carn, but it’s going to cost more than I have. So now we need a big score to fund transportation. I thought she was bad, but prices have gotten ridiculous,” Bingham said. “I was thinking we could head up the mountain, see what we might be able to scavenge from the expedition, and—”

      “It’s too late,” Ty said. He told Bingham what he had seen: the way the lava had been erupting and the destruction of the expedition, emphasizing that there was nothing left for them to gather.

      Bingham started pacing in place, frowning deeply.

      “That complicates things,” he muttered. “Ah, damn.”

      “Bingham?”

      He stood motionless. Ty had seen him like this a few times before, always when planning.

      “Merchants have already shipped everything of value with their wagons, so we could hit the wagons.” He stopped, shaking his head. “Not that we could hit them with the soldiers and Dragon Touched hired to guard them—too dangerous, and others will have the same idea.” He frowned again. “A couple of jobs… too time consuming. We just have a week—maybe less, after what I saw last night.”

      “Bingham?” Ty asked again, trying to get his attention.

      He still didn’t look over.

      “I can feel it deep in my bones. Something big this time. I’ve got my reserves, but that’s not enough for all of…” He looked up as he trailed off. “I might have an idea. It’ll definitely earn what we need, and then some. Not much time—not nearly enough—but it might be the better option anyway since we’re going to need enough money to get set up after we get out…”

      “Would you stop?” He’d never seen Bingham so unsettled and distracted. “What are you going on about?”

      “It might be better if I show you.”

      Ty sighed and slipped his dagger into its sheath, making sure it remained concealed. He took a scarf too. He didn’t use one most of the time, but having it did offer some benefits. He could use it to conceal his identity, at least a little, though there were some places in the city where he might still be identified, especially the places he frequented. He had to be careful there, ensuring he was better covered when he visited them while working.

      When Ty was ready, he turned to Bingham. “Let’s get this going.”

      He wasn’t in the mood to go with Bingham. And truth be told, if Ty had his choice, he wouldn’t link his fate to Bingham. Even though the old man knew his mother, there had always been a tension between them. Ty would much rather have gone with Maggie, but he’d waited too long. That was his own fault.

      He followed Bingham out of the home and locked the door behind him. A few gray clouds hovered in the east, dark smears that looked as if they wanted to promise rain, though perhaps they would avoid it. Bingham set off down the street, his limp a little more pronounced today than usual.

      A line of soldiers made their way through the city, marching on either side of a merchant caravan laden with people heading out. Ty could tell the people had money from the way they were dressed.

      “It’s been like that all night,” Bingham said.

      “You’ve been up all night?”

      “After that last eruption…”

      “It was brief,” Ty said.

      Bingham looked over. “Any eruption is not brief. We haven’t seen anything other than smoke for over a century. If it is unsettled, and if the priests can’t calm it, we need to be out of the city.”

      Ty was tired, and he shook his head, looking over to Bingham. “I’m not so sure that the priests are going to be able to do much to calm the eruption.”

      “You have to have faith,” Bingham said.

      “Well, I don’t,” Ty muttered.

      Another caravan moved past, accompanied by more soldiers.

      A group of three young men, all of them carrying a single sack thrown over their shoulders, tried to rush toward the caravan, and the soldiers had to force them back.

      “Not much to do other than keep them off,” Bingham said. “Which is why we need money. They are able to charge…” He shook his head. “More than I can afford.”

      Ty looked over again. That was a strange admission. Especially from Bingham.

      This was a man with contacts. A man who had funds. A man who could do anything he wanted within the underworld of the city. If he wasn’t able to afford the cost to get out of the city, how could anybody without old money?

      Ty now understood why Maggie had gone.

      He followed Bingham, moving past the caravans, staying away from the soldiers, and avoiding the dense crowds. After a while, Ty realized where he was guiding them.

      Toward the palace.

      “What are you doing?” he asked, looking over to Bingham.

      “What do you think I’m doing? We need the right kind of funding, and we’re in a bit of a time crunch to get it, unless you haven’t been paying attention.”

      He waved his hand behind him, and Ty found another caravan making its way along the street, this one with a Dragon Touched patrolling alongside it. That should scare more people away, but that level of security would be costly.

      “Besides, this is the ideal time to take this job. I have planned through it a few times. The job has never been worth it before, but we know the king keeps valuables here.”

      “Does he?” Ty asked, glancing over to him. “Even with Ishantil threatening to erupt?”

      “Nothing has moved from here. Yet. I’ve been watching.”

      “Are you sure he has anything here?”

      “How do you think the ghost king keeps the Lothinal at bay?” Bingham snorted. “Bribes, Ty. It’s all about money, especially out here. It’s not only about power. He has bribed the Lothinal. He doesn’t care about all of the artifacts he claims out here. Oh, maybe he cares about some of them, and has been digging thinking he might find something of use for his archaeologists, but that’s not his only reason.”

      “What do you think he has?”

      “I don’t know, but that’s even more reason for us to get going with this job. He will probably start moving some of the valuables soon.”

      “So you think this is a job we can take while Ishantil is threatening to erupt and while chaos is happening all around us,” Ty said, looking behind him and noticing the line of people following one of the caravans. If the people coordinated and surged toward the wagons, they would probably overwhelm them, regardless of the guarding soldiers and even the Dragon Touched.

      “I told you. We have a week, probably less, which means the king will start moving things soon. I figure if we pull this shortly, we can get the funds we need, then we can buy our way out.”

      “There’s more to it. I’m not pulling a job like this without knowing everything I can about it. I could just go through the jungle. There aren’t too many people willing to do that,” Ty said. It would be harder. The valley was the easiest way to get out of Zarinth and back into the kingdom, and certainly the safest. The rocky slope leading up into the mountains was filled with dense jungle, and was notoriously dangerous to travel. Not only because of the landscape, but because there were smugglers, velum, and other prowling creatures.

      “Can’t,” Bingham said. “The stories I hear say that the king has Dragon Touched stationed there. We have to take the official way out.”

      “Why would the king have Dragon Touched stationed in the jungle?” Ty asked.

      “How can I know? I’m not the ghost king. But this is the way we have to do it.”

      “This is the way you want to do it. You still haven’t told me what other reason you have.”

      “I don’t have enough to get all of my belongings out of here. I need to score big enough to move everything.” Bingham looked up at him, holding his gaze for a moment. “Is that what you wanted to hear?”

      “Well, I wanted some honesty out of you, so I suppose it is.”

      “That is as honest as you are going to get, Ty. Are you going to do it or not?”

      “What do you think is here?” Ty asked again.

      “We know there are different relics. Probably dragon pearls. Then there are the jewels and coin he keeps to pay his bribes. That’s what we’re after. Relics are fine, but they will be harder to move. Dragon pearls might be useful, especially if we want to get the Dragon Touched involved. But anyone will take a bribe with jewels and coins.”

      “How much are we talking about?”

      Bingham looked over, his eyes hard, an edge of anger and irritation within them that Ty wouldn’t dare question, then it faded. “Enough for you to find the answers you want once you leave.”

      Leave it to Bingham to say just the right thing to force Ty’s hand.

      He would be more inclined to go to Albion for help, to see how he might be able to get Ty out of the kingdom, but this gave him a different hope—one that left him thinking he might be able to not only escape from Zarinth, but he might have enough money to start fresh, then find out what happened to his parents.

      He didn’t have to be in Zarinth to do that. He just had to be someplace where information had spread about them, especially about his mother and her quest for dragon relics.

      And if Bingham went with him…

      As much as Bingham sometimes annoyed him, he also offered connections that Ty didn’t otherwise have.

      Ty looked over to Bingham, frowning. “If we do this, no secrets.”

      “No secrets,” he agreed. “And we’re going to need the right kind of team.”

      “Do you trust anyone well enough for this?” Ty asked him. He was more than curious how Bingham might answer.

      “Do you?”

      Ty shrugged. “Eastley could be useful.” He was skilled enough, and Ty thought he knew Eastley’s motivations well enough that he could have him join them. Keep him focused on the task, and he could help. If he got sidetracked… that could be dangerous.

      “He could help,” Bingham agreed. “And there’s someone else I was thinking we might be able to use, someone who would be motivated for this kind of a job.”

      Ty looked over, frowning again. “Who?”

      “Olivia.”

      “No,” Ty said hurriedly. “We’re not bringing her in.”

      “If we want it to go well, we need to be open to using anybody with the right potential. And I know the two of you have history, but you’re going to have to move past that. We are going to need to work together to pull this off. Do you think you can do that?”

      Ty squeezed his eyes together tightly. “Fine. But we do this soon.”

      Ishantil thundered again, causing them both to look up as fire spurted into the sky. It would be lovely if it wasn’t so terrifying.

      “You’re right. We do this tonight. I’m not waiting any longer than necessary,” Bingham stated.
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      Ty found himself looking up into the mountain, watching Ishantil as he made his way back to Bingham’s shop later in the day. Ever since the eruption the night before, the trembling had settled down. It was almost enough to make him think they were safe—almost—but he knew better than to think that Ishantil was done with whatever it was going to do. The occasional flare of light in the distance told him that the volcano had not completely settled.

      All around him, he saw merchants guarded by soldiers, along with the occasional Dragon Touched and other mercenaries making their way through the city. There was a strange energy in the city, an element of chaos, and it was unlike anything he had ever experienced before.

      They needed to get this over with. Finish the job, find a way to get moving, then get out of here. He had tried finding Albion again. He hadn’t been in the temple, but he didn’t think he had left yet—which meant he didn’t fear staying.

      What were the priests planning?

      Ty stared over at the Temple now. The steady orange glow of the Flame burning atop it was visible day and night. It was often dim, like it was today, but the peak of the temple blazed more brightly and with more energy during some of the festivals, as if the priests were trying to encourage the Flame to grant them greater favor; however, with Ishantil now active, the Flame seemed muted in comparison.

      Bingham’s street was quiet, almost eerily so. Either people had managed to escape—and he doubted that, given that most of the people on Bingham’s street were relatively poor—or they were trying to make different preparations. Ty suspected the latter.

      As he approached the shop, he caught sight of a group of soldiers making their way toward him. He continued onward. There was no point in revealing that he was heading to Bingham’s shop—not with what they were planning. Instead, he reached the end of the street and turned. He caught sight of a flutter of movement in the distance, and turned to look, but saw nothing other than shadows.

      His imagination.

      He was far more spooked than he wanted to acknowledge. With the activity in the city, and everything that had been going on, he couldn’t help but feel a little uneasy.

      He reached the alley behind Bingham’s shop and hurried up to the door. It was a simple wooden door along a row of other simple wooden doors. Several of them were false doors, leading nowhere, but this one had a single scratch along the doorframe that identified it to him. It was almost as if a claw had scratched at it. He tapped out the signal, then waited.

      Shadows moved at the end of the alley again, and Ty hurriedly tapped another knock.

      “Come on, Bingham,” he muttered.

      They hadn’t done anything yet, but with the kind of job they had talked about pulling, Ty was on edge. He had made a career of stealing, though he had mostly taken minor relics from the servants of the king. This was going to be a very different plan. If they pulled this job off, it meant getting into the palace, risking themselves, and running up against soldiers, Dragon Touched, or even the Darasheen, the king’s emissary in the city.

      Finally, the door opened, and Ty hurried inside, ignoring Bingham’s irritated look. “You have soldiers patrolling your street,” Ty said, pushing the door closed behind him.

      “Of course I do,” Bingham sneered. “You’ve seen the city. There are soldiers patrolling everywhere. I think the damn ghost king sent them here to help evacuate those with money. The rest get to burn.”

      Ty looked around the back room of the shop. It was just him and Bingham so far. “I wasn’t expecting to find them out here.”

      “You don’t have to be so jumpy,” Bingham told him. “We haven’t done anything, and chances are good they are going to see us when we do.”

      “If your plan works.”

      Bingham arched a brow at him, as if to tell him that his plans always work, but Ty knew better—and so did Bingham. He might be skilled in many things, but there were times when Bingham’s plans fell apart, times when what he intended didn’t work quite as well as he believed they would.

      Another knock came at the door, and Ty glanced over, waiting. Bingham pulled it open slightly and looked outside before stepping out of the way so Eastley could enter.

      His cloak, shirt, and pants were all black—the same dark dress that Ty wore. Eastley grinned at him. “I didn’t know we were going to be dressed the same. I would’ve worn something different to this party.”

      Ty shook his head. “You owe me a sculpture.”

      “Did you get a prize?”

      “A collection of dragon bones.”

      Eastley shrugged. “Let’s see it.”

      Bingham frowned at them, shaking his head. “You two were competing on who could gather the most?”

      “We have to see who the real Dragon Thief is, don’t we?” Eastley asked. “And he beats me at darts every time. Bastard is too accurate.”

      “Neither of you are the Dragon Thief,” Bingham said. “The real Dragon Thief couldn’t be bothered to come all the way out to Zarinth. Nothing here for him.”

      “Oh, don’t say that,” Eastley said, clapping Bingham on the shoulder and seeming to ignore the glare the older man shot in his direction. “I think we can have a pretty good run at being the Dragon Thief.”

      “You can make a run at it, but we don’t have the prize in the city,” Ty said.

      “Then what am I going after?” Eastley asked.

      Bingham snorted and turned back to the door, one hand resting on it while waiting.

      “Are you sure we’re going to do this?” Eastley asked, striding over to Ty. “I get that the old man thinks the city is falling apart, but this is a little ridiculous.”

      “I saw it erupt,” Ty said.

      Eastley chuckled. “I think quite a few people saw it erupt.”

      “I saw what it did,” Ty said. He explained heading up the mountainside and going to see where the expedition had been, but was cut off by Eastley shaking his head.

      “You went all the way up there alone? What if there had been Dragon Touched up there?”

      “Climbing Ishantil is not against the king’s law,” Ty replied.

      “Maybe not, but it’s a sure way of drawing his attention.”

      “Well, the only thing I drew attention from was the velum.”

      “Don’t talk about them,” Eastley said. “I can’t even imagine those nasty little things.”

      “Little?” They were almost man-sized, and certainly dangerous enough.

      “Well, big? I don’t really know,” Eastley said, shaking his head again. “Can’t say that I have much experience with them. I tried to avoid going into the mountain, mostly because some of us know where we belong.”

      “Quiet,” Bingham hissed.

      “What is it?” Ty asked.

      Bingham shook his head, then pressed his ear up against the door. Ty fell quiet and Eastley grinned, as if he was thinking of saying something. Ty raised a finger to his lips, preemptively hushing him.

      Ty didn’t even need to be close to the door to hear the sounds of boots along the cobblestones. They marched steadily, a drumming of sound distinct from the trembling he heard and felt from Ishantil. When it passed, Bingham leaned back.

      “Damn,” he muttered. “They have been watching.”

      “What have you done to draw their attention?” Ty asked.

      “I haven’t done anything.”

      Ty frowned at Bingham. “Why are they patrolling here?”

      “I might’ve helped make some arrangements to get people out of the city,” Bingham said. “And I don’t think it’s making the soldiers all that happy. Not that I’m making any arrangements that will disrupt what they’re doing, or the coin they can earn, but I think it draws their attention, and they don’t care for it.”

      “Is that what you’ve been keeping from us?” Ty asked.

      There had to be more to this, but he didn’t know what it was. Bingham was not sharing everything with him. He never did though.

      “You don’t have to—”

      Bingham was cut off as another tap came at the door.

      He paused for a moment, head tipped to the side, listening. He waited, then pulled the door open hesitantly before stepping off to the side and letting a petite redhead enter. Olivia was one of the newer thieves Bingham tended to work with, and she was reasonably skilled. Most who worked with Bingham ended up skilled.

      She locked eyes with Ty before glancing to Eastley and nodding, then stepped fully into the shop. “You care to tell me what this is about?”

      “You didn’t even tell her?” Ty asked. “You can’t just bring somebody like her in without—”

      “What do you mean somebody like me?” Olivia asked, turning her irritation on him. Her voice was deceptively soft, as Ty could detect an edge to it. Everything about Olivia was deceptive, really.

      Ty ignored her question, looking to Eastley. “We can’t pull a job like this if people aren’t in on it.”

      “Take a seat,” Bingham said, motioning to a row of chairs.

      “I’m not sitting,” Olivia said.

      “Sit,” Bingham said. “You’re going to want to hear about this job.”

      She frowned at Bingham and took a seat at the table, on one of the end chairs, making a point to avoid looking at Ty.

      He avoided her as well, but every so often, he flicked his gaze over to her. Was she looking at him? Did she even care to look at him? He had to push those thoughts out of his mind. They were a distraction.

      Maybe that should’ve been the reason he gave Bingham when Ty told him not to pull her in on this job. Any distraction would make it less likely to succeed. And Olivia was nothing if not a distraction, at least to him.

      “The job,” Bingham said, grabbing a sheet of paper, bringing it over to the table, and setting it in the middle. He set a lantern next to it and took a seat himself.

      “That’s the palace,” Olivia said.

      “See?” Eastley said. “And Ty thought she was going to be some sort of a hindrance to the job.”

      “This is the job,” Bingham said, tapping the page. “The palace. We’re going to create a diversion, sneak inside, then we are going to grab a collection of valuables that we would use to get out of Zarinth.”

      Olivia stared at Bingham. “‘A collection of valuables’? That’s vague enough to mean anything.”

      “I know for a fact that the king keeps a horde of gold and jewels in the palace to bribe the Lothinal. We’re going after that, and failing that, we are going to find a collection of relics that we might be able to use. I am certain there are dragon pearls in the palace,” Bingham replied.

      “None of that’s going to be easy to carry out,” she said. “The pearls, especially, are heavy. The jewels are probably heavy as well.”

      Bingham watched her, frowning. “Which is why we are going after the gold first. Everything else is secondary.”

      “You mean it’s not going to happen.”

      “It’s going to happen,” Bingham said. “This is the job. We do this and we get enough to get all of us out of the city, along with anybody else you want to come with you.” He made a point of holding his gaze on Olivia. “That’s the job.”

      Eastley rubbed his hands together, leaning forward. “How much are we talking?”

      “What?” Bingham asked.

      Eastley shrugged. “I mean, if we’re going to take a score like this, how much are we talking about? I’m happy to grab whatever wealth is there, stick it to the king, as it were, but I’m not willing to risk my neck unless there’s enough of a prize.”

      Ty snorted, tapping the page. “You see where we’re going,” Ty said. “There’s going to be a prize.”

      “I’m just saying, getting in is going to be hard enough, but then we have to get to some vault? By the Flame, I have no idea where we need to go.”

      “It’s a good thing I do,” Bingham said.

      He pulled out another sheet of paper, setting it on the table. He had doors and stairs marked on it, and there were several different levels depicted. They would have to go down three levels to reach a vault, but if it was accurate, it was a relatively straight shot from the initial doorway.

      “This is the target,” Eastley said. “We get in and go down, then bring it out. I’ve been watching the sequence of patrols throughout the day, so I know how often soldiers make their way along the palace grounds. The street side is little less predictable, especially now, but I think we can slip in behind one, or just wait for the right time to get in there.”

      “Who does what?” Ty asked.

      He already assumed he was going to be one of those getting down into the vault. He was quick, and he had been trained well enough that he could pick most locks and sneak past almost anybody. Plus, he wasn’t about to trust this job to anyone else, really. If Bingham intended Olivia to be the other one heading down…

      Ty wasn’t sure if he was willing to do it. Even for the amount of coin they were looking at.

      “I told you. We need a diversion.” Bingham looked over to Olivia. “That’s where you come in. I need you to do your best to draw any strays away. Once you’re done, then you get over the wall, where you’re going to be our lookout.”

      “I’d be more comfortable if—”

      Bingham cut Ty off. “It isn’t about what you’re comfortable with. It’s about who’s best for the job. I’ve been working with all of you for the last few years, and I know who is most capable for different parts of this job. You and Eastley are going to get inside and get down to the vault, where you will pick the lock, and Eastley will bring anything you can’t carry out.”

      Eastley punched Ty on the shoulder. “You know what he’s saying, don’t you? He’s saying you’re not strong enough.”

      “And he’s saying you’re not skilled enough,” Ty retorted.

      “Will the both of you stop?” Bingham snapped. “Now isn’t the time to make jokes.”

      “I don’t know,” Eastley said. “If we’re facing captivity, death by fire, or a riot in the streets, I think now is a pretty good time to be making jokes.”

      “He’s got a point,” Ty said.

      Bingham glowered at them. “We need focus. All of you need to be focused. If you can’t do that, then I can find somebody else to pull the job.”

      “What about you?” Ty asked, looking over to Bingham. “Olivia is the distraction.” She certainly was to him, even though he tried to put her out of his mind. He still found himself looking toward her, but she made no attempt to look in his direction. “Eastley and I are getting into the palace. We’re the ones going directly into danger. What about you?”

      Bingham tapped the paper. “I’m the money.”

      “The money?” Olivia asked, frowning deeply.

      “Do you think this information was cheap?”

      “You said you’d been planning this job for a while,” Ty said.

      “I have been. And I’ve considered, for several years, what it was going to take to get inside, thinking I would never really need to do it. But in order to get updated information about patrols…” he trailed off, pulling out another sheet of paper and tapping that one now. Ty noticed there were a sequence of times written out on it that were linked to the bells in the city, along with the number of patrols. “I had to spend more than I intended. If the information is good—and given what I paid for it, it had damn well better be—this is going to be as straightforward as any job you’ve ever pulled. It’s just a matter of slipping in.”

      Ty looked over to Eastley. If it were just Ty pulling the job, it might be relatively straightforward. Not like this was a job he would necessarily pull on his own, but there was something to be said about trusting those he was with. Eastley had his own talents. There was no doubting that. They had gone after the same job more than once, so Ty knew that Eastley could do this. It was just that Eastley tended to go off on his own. He worried about that, especially when it came to something like this. He would need to trust him.

      “What about after the job?” Olivia asked.

      “What about it?” Bingham asked.

      “The entire reason we are doing this is to get out,” Olivia said. As if to punctuate her comment, Ishantil trembled again.

      “Well, I have that arranged, but it’s costly. The only way we can swing it is if we pull this job off. And then we can get anybody we want out,” Bingham said.

      “You don’t know who I want to bring out,” Eastley said.

      “Other than yourself?” Ty asked.

      “Well, there are the two women I have been spending time with.”

      “I think you’ve been paying for them too,” Olivia snapped.

      Eastley shot her a look. “I can see why she gets on your nerves. She’s a little too sour for my taste,” he said. “How was she for you?” Eastley grinned at Ty.

      Ty looked away. Not sour, he thought, but he wasn’t about to go thinking like that again.

      “Enough,” Bingham snapped. “Study the map. Study the patrols. And we’re going to get going in about two hours.”

      It wasn’t a long time to prepare. Not for a job like this. The only advantage they had was that the city was in a bit of disarray, and it couldn’t be that only its citizens were upset. That should buy them a little time, and perhaps some freedom to move more easily.

      Bingham got to his feet, tapping the pages again. “I have to make a few preparations of my own, then we are going to get moving. The three of you work together. And no arguing.”
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      The blanket of night surrounded him, but even so, Ty approached the palace carefully. He was dressed all in black, clothing that Bingham had acquired specifically for this job. Many of Ty’s jobs were within the city, though he had taken plenty of opportunities to pull jobs outside of the city, farther up the mountain and in the jungle, where he could slip in and out without anyone noticing.

      The bright glow of Ishantil drew his eye. It was brighter than it had been, and there were still the occasional surges of even more intense brightness. Small eruptions, he suspected. They were in sync with the trembling that came, making him think that the volcano would erupt again at any moment, but he hoped they still had time. The priests believed they had a week—at least, according to Bingham. Maybe a little less now, but it should still be enough time to pull this job, get the transport, and get out with more than they’d ever had while living in Zarinth.

      Olivia stood across the street, surveying.

      Ty pushed down his thoughts of her again. A dark cloak hung around her shoulders, its hood covering her red hair and leaving only her pale skin visible. That pale skin had drawn him to her from the very first time he’d seen her.

      Bingham had warned him. She was in training, and skilled. Bingham had told him that she was going to be talented someday, but Ty had not expected her to be as talented as she already was.

      He tore his gaze away, glancing up at Ishantil again before turning his focus to the palace. Ty just had to wait.

      He bided his time—he didn’t have much choice otherwise—and as he lingered there, waiting, he knew he would have to act quickly when they drew off the soldiers.

      Olivia would go first. She would serve as the distraction. It was an assignment that she was perfectly equipped for. Her low-cut dress beneath the cloak would doom most of the heavy lifting with that job, but a bit of acting would carry her even further. While she dragged away the soldiers, he and Eastley would sneak inside.

      That was if it worked.

      If Olivia were captured, it would be unlikely that she would even be held for very long. Maybe they would ask a few questions, but he had seen how she was able to use her charms to get out of most trouble.

      She crossed the street, joining him in the shadows as he looked up at the palace. “Are you going to be able to do this?” she asked.

      “Which part? Getting in, or getting back out?” Ty responded.

      “The entire job. I need to know if you think that you and Eastley can do this. Eastley is going to follow your lead. He’s skilled enough, but this isn’t the kind of job I would favor him for.”

      “It’s not, is it?” Ty asked.

      She glanced over to him. “That’s a compliment, Ty.”

      “It’s hard to know with you,” he said.

      She regarded him for a moment, and he could see her blue eyes looking at him from beneath the cloak, seeming to reflect the light of Ishantil in the distance. “Would you get over it already?”

      He squeezed his eyes shut for a moment. “I am over it.”

      “You’re not. You’re pouting like I beat you. It was a job. Business. Isn’t that what Bingham taught you?”

      He snorted. “Just a job, is it? I guess Bingham never taught me to hurt people I’m working with.”

      “You knew the terms,” she said, her voice soft. “It was just a business transaction.”

      He bit back his response. A transaction? That was all he had been to her?

      A shadowy form made its way along the street, looking far too obvious. When he neared, Ty tried to get Eastley to pay attention to them, hoping he might try to sink into the shadows, but he was not paying any attention to his surroundings.

      “Like I said, not the kind of job I favor him for,” Olivia said.

      Eastley soon joined them. “Everything is pretty clear,” he said. “I see no caravans, so we don’t have to worry about guards moving through here. The patrols are basically what Bingham promised.” There was a note in his voice that suggested he hadn’t expected that. “And I can’t see anything on the other side of the wall, but I think he’s right about that as well. With the eruptions, everything is a little bit on edge.”

      “He usually is right,” Olivia said. She glanced from Eastley to Ty. “Are the two of you ready?”

      Ty wasn’t exactly sure if he could be ready. At this point, it was a matter of risking himself on a job more complicated than any other one he had attempted.

      But even that wasn’t entirely true. He had pulled off dangerous jobs before. He wasn’t sure why this one felt so much more dangerous. Maybe it was because of the patrols. Maybe it was because there was the possibility of being tracked by the Dragon Touched if they had to go after dragon relics because they couldn’t find gold and jewels. He had already lost one prize. Would he lose another?

      “I’m ready,” Eastley said, his voice a little too loud. He raised his brows. “Let’s see what you got.”

      “You will never see what I’ve got,” Olivia said.

      She started off, raising her voice as she marched along the street, yelling at some unseen person.

      “Do you think I’ll ever see it?” Eastley asked.

      “It’s a business transaction,” Ty said, turning his attention to Olivia, watching her as she began to work.

      “You get back here, Torrance.” She was shouting and staggering a little bit now. She glanced toward him and Eastley, bordering on glaring. “You can’t go off with her!”

      She suddenly stopped in front of the palace and turned to the two soldiers standing guard. Ty and Bingham had spent the last day scouting the soldiers, watching their patrols, and had gotten to the point where they could identify their patterns. There was a regularity to them, though Ty had known about most of that before. He had scouted the palace several times over the years, but the risk was always far greater than the reward, so he had never dared break in, despite the fact that there would be countless dragon relics within that he could acquire.

      “Did you see her? Did you see Torrance with her?” Olivia shouted.

      Ty could almost imagine the soldiers’ reaction. She had been splashed with wine, so she should smell of it, giving off the appearance of intoxication. She played the part well.

      She played any part that she wanted to well. Maybe that was his issue. He had wanted something real. He had thought there was that chance for them. And she had taken advantage of him. His kindness. His loneliness.

      “Keep moving,” one of the soldiers said, his voice low and harsh.

      “I’m looking for my Torrance! If you’ve seen him come by here with that whore—”

      One of the soldiers grabbed her and shoved her along the road.

      She staggered and fell, then got up, wailing.

      The other soldier looked at his partner, and the two of them went to Olivia, helping her to her feet. They guided her along the street and she staggered again, looking as if she might fall, before catching herself and hurrying on.

      It irritated him how good of an actress she was. Bingham might be right. She might be the best of all of them. Ty had learned how to pick locks, scale walls, and sneak into places that were meant to be off-limits. He had become skilled—practically as skilled as he imagined the Dragon Thief to be.

      Still, there were places Olivia could get to that he simply couldn’t. She didn’t even have to sneak. She could just walk up and look a certain way, sound a certain way, be a certain way.

      He looked over to Eastley. He found him watching Olivia, shaking his head. “Damn,” he said. “I wish I could pull that off. You know if I went out there, half-dressed and smelling of booze, they would haul me off to jail.”

      “I think it’s the half-dressed part that would draw their attention,” Ty said.

      “Hey. I bet I look a whole lot better half-dressed than you do.”

      Ty tapped him on the arm, slipping forward. This was their opening.

      “I’m sure you do. But you still aren’t as quick as me.”

      They reached the far side of the street, making their way along the wall. From here, the next step was going to be more difficult. He had no idea what they would find when they scaled the wall, whether Bingham’s assessment of the patrols was accurate or not, but Olivia had put the plan into motion, so Ty couldn’t be the reason it failed.

      This was how he was going to get out of the city.

      And it wasn’t even just getting out of the city that he cared about. It was getting the coin he needed, a way for him to buy information about his parents. It was an opportunity to start over.

      Surprisingly, he found that more appealing than he had expected he would. He had been content in Zarinth though. It had been his home for his entire life, whether in the jungle or in the city itself. But now with Ishantil threatening to destroy the city, he thought it a fitting time to leave.

      Why not have an opportunity to start fresh?

      They found an opening on the wall and he started climbing, when Eastley gave a quick whistle. He looked over.

      Eastley had blocked him, and if he hadn’t, the pair of soldiers making their way toward them would likely have noticed Ty climbing and come running.

      “The patrols are off cycle,” Eastley whispered.

      “Or Olivia didn’t draw them away long enough,” Ty said.

      All of this depended upon having the right opening and managing to get up and over the wall.

      If they couldn’t even do this…

      They could regroup. They had barely started.

      “Is that a Dragon Touched?” Eastley asked.

      There was a man behind the soldiers. He seemed to have a soft orange glow to him.

      Eastley was right. It was a Dragon Touched.

      And Ty had a dragon-bone dagger on him. The paint supposedly protected it, but he’d never wanted to test it. He didn’t really think it was still active—if it were, any of the Dragon Touched could have detected him long before—but what if they had some way of tracking inactive dragon remnants?

      “Move,” Ty said. “Keep moving along the wall. We’ll find another opening.”

      “If we go too far, we get into another patrol. And we get too far away from where Olivia was drawing them off.”

      “Then we call it off,” Ty said.

      “What if Olivia already got inside?”

      Ty wanted to say that it would serve her right. That she had not done her job, and because of it, they now had soldiers—and a Dragon Touched—coming toward them. That was what he wanted to say.

      But he didn’t. And he didn’t think he ever could.

      He couldn’t leave somebody behind. He might not have chosen this team, but they were working with him, all for the same goal. Bingham may have taught them separately, trained them to work independently, but it just wasn’t in Ty to leave somebody behind.

      Maybe it was because of how he had been left behind.

      “Then we have to find a way in,” Ty said.

      “You still want to go after her?” Eastley started grinning. “You surprise me, Ty. I figured she hurt you enough that you would leave her. Maybe even get her caught intentionally.”

      “I’m not leaving her behind,” he said.

      Ty looked behind him, the men making their way toward them. Then Ishantil trembled. The soldiers, along with the Dragon Touched, turned and looked at the volcano.

      He grabbed Eastley’s arm, raised a finger to his lips, and shoved him toward the wall. “Climb,” he whispered.

      Ty hurriedly scaled the wall.

      The volcano continued to tremble, and as he reached the peak of the wall, he noticed a brief surge of incredibly bright light.

      It surged even more rapidly than before.

      Then he tumbled over the wall.

      Once there, he pressed himself up against the back of the wall and swept his gaze around. He continued to watch, though he didn’t see anything. No sign of movement. No other soldiers. Nothing that would suggest there were any soldiers coming in his direction.

      He breathed out a short sigh of relief.

      Eastley dropped down next to him. “That was easy,” he muttered. “We just need to time it to the volcano.”

      “Do you see Olivia?”

      Ty had been looking for her, but didn’t see that she had made it over the wall.

      “No… wait. There’s someone there.”

      He looked to where Eastley was pointing and caught sight of a figure in a black cloak slipping along the inside of the wall, just a dozen feet from one of the small decorative pagodas on the palace grounds.

      She had made it.

      “There is our lookout,” Ty said. “Let’s get going.”

      Hurrying forward again, he looked toward the palace. They stayed near the massive trees lining a path, using them to conceal their presence, and when they reached the double doors arching in front of them, Ty veered off. They couldn’t take the main entrance to the palace. Bingham had instructed them to take a servant entrance, and hopefully it would be where his map showed it would. Eastley trailed after him, his breathing heavy, his footsteps too loud.

      The moonlight streamed around, making it difficult to make out much nearby, though Ty could see the faint outline of the wall and the trees near them. He found himself watching the darkness and the distance, looking for any sign of movement. So far, the soldiers hadn’t returned, but he worried that it wouldn’t be too much longer before they did. If Eastley pulled them away, and managed to get away, then he should have enough time. If not… well, he was fully prepared to escape and make a run for it.

      When Ty was convinced there was no movement, he reached for the door and found it locked. One of his earliest mastered skills had been learning how to pick a lock, and there weren’t too many locks in Zarinth he couldn’t get into. He worked through it, unlocking it quickly, and pulled the door open just a crack, enough to sneak inside.

      “It’s all going according to plan,” Eastley whispered.

      “And you aren’t doing anything yet.”

      Eastley gave him a shove. “This is all your part of the job, anyway. You get us there, then the two of us can carry what we need back out.”

      The palace was dimly lit in this section. Small orbs of dragon light glowed softly. Dragon light was incredibly rare and created by the Dragon Touched, giving the owner almost perpetual light. The thing about dragon light that made it even more impressive was how it could be adjusted over time.

      Even the temple didn’t have dragon light. That was because the king preferred to keep it for himself and those who served him more directly. He didn’t view the temple and the priests as serving him in the way the Darasheen did.

      The palace directions fit what Bingham had shown them, and they slipped along the halls, moving quietly—at least, Ty moved quietly. Eastley was mostly quiet. He hadn’t spoken again, which Ty felt was for the best.

      In one hallway, Ty swore he saw a little movement, and he froze, hesitating and waiting until the movement had passed. In another, they had to duck into a doorway, using it to shield their presence. When he was convinced there was no further movement, Ty stepped back out.

      He paused at the next dragon light. If he could dim the light, then he wouldn’t have to worry about keeping himself so exposed and risk getting caught. He didn’t know how to dim it, but he knew it could be done.

      They were shaped like how he imagined a dragon pearl would look. The orbs were about the size of his fist and they glowed softly, with a pale orange light. Ty traced his fingers along the light, pressing them up against it and feeling a surge as he did.

      “What are you doing?” Eastley hissed.

      Panic surged in Ty at the same time.

      He hurriedly touched the light again, thinking it would dim if he tapped it enough times, but the light seemed to get brighter each time he tapped it.

      Cursing his foolishness, Ty tried something else. He brought his hand downward from the top of the light. Everything went dark.

      “Sorry about that,” Ty whispered. “I didn’t mean for that to happen.”

      “What did you intend to happen?”

      “Not that,” he said softly.

      Finally, Ty breathed out, the panic easing but his heart still racing.

      The dragon light wasn’t warm, which wasn’t surprising given the stories he’d heard about them and how they worked.

      What he wouldn’t give to have one of these.

      He smiled to himself. Why couldn’t he?

      He was in the palace, after all. Since he was already here to take something else, he might as well take something he wanted as well.

      Ty pulled on the light, but it was set into the wall, as if the light itself had melted the surrounding stone and sealed itself to it. Pulling out his dragon-bone dagger, he pressed it up against the wall, sliding it around the light. There came a soft cracking of stone and the dragon light popped out.

      It was still dim, but every time he touched it, it surged for a moment before dimming again. Ty stuffed it into his pocket. They slipped farther along the wall, and Ty paused at the next dragon light. This time, he tried something different, tracing his hand from the top to the bottom. The light dimmed.

      He could darken their passage.

      “You can use dragon light?” Eastley asked, leaning close. His breath was too hot, and smelled like the cheese he’d been eating before they came.

      Ty pushed him back. “There’s just a pattern to it.”

      “I thought only the Dragon Touched could use the dragon lights,” he said.

      Ty shrugged. “I haven’t heard that, but it’s just a pattern.”

      He hurried farther along, stopping at each of the half-dozen or so dragon lights in the hall and finding that they all worked the same way. At each one, he paused long enough to reduce the lighting in the hallway, so that if somebody did come out, they wouldn’t see them.

      He reached what he suspected was the main hall. It ran along the map Bingham had shown them, and led to a pair of double doors. A massive circular staircase swept out and around from there, providing an opening, but that wasn’t where they needed to go.

      They needed to go down, to descend three levels to where it was darker than the rest of the palace, and from there, they had to navigate through a series of holes to get to the vault.

      So far, there had been no one else in the palace.

      Ty pressed up against the wall, looking over to Eastley. “Don’t you think it’s strange there’s no one else here?”

      Eastley shrugged. “I don’t really know,” he said. “With the volcano rumbling the way it is, I think all of this is a little strange. Maybe the servants have already started to abandon the palace. Bingham made it sound like the king was getting everyone out of the city.”

      Which made it likely the king would have already emptied the vault. If that was the case, then they were going to end up wasting their time here.

      All of this planning was predicated on the idea that they would head down, find something in the vault, then move on.

      “Get moving,” Ty whispered.

      Lingering here only risked them getting caught. They slipped down the servant staircase. It had been hidden behind the door, and he wasn’t sure if he would’ve found it without having Bingham’s map. It was one more reason that he thought he needed to trust Bingham. From there, they hurried down one level, pausing and listening for the sound of anybody who might be following, but were reassured there was nobody else around. Ty raised a hand, motioning for Eastley to keep following him.

      They descended two more levels. It still surprised him that the palace descended this far into the ground. It was a massive structure above ground, and seemed to be equally massive below ground. Once they stepped off the stairs, Ty hesitated a moment, looking along the hallway. There were no dragon lights here.

      He traced his hand over the dragon light he had pulled off the wall, creating just a dim glow.

      “We take a left,” Eastley said.

      They turned, following the directions on their map. Eastley stayed in front of Ty now. If they were to encounter somebody, Eastley would have to incapacitate them. He was the better fighter.

      Finally, they found the door Bingham had indicated.

      It looked like almost any other in the hallway.

      “You sure this is it? It doesn’t look like any vault I’ve seen,” Eastley said.

      “That’s what makes it safer,” Ty said. It was stout, solid, and had three locks.

      “But no one watching it? I figured I’d be fighting our way in.”

      There were no guards. There had been nobody here.

      Ty didn’t know whether he should be surprised or relieved. Either the guards didn’t think there was any danger here, or this was the wrong place.

      He started with the uppermost lock. Eastley paced behind him, but Ty ignored it. He had learned to pick locks despite distraction, so that wasn’t going to get in the way for him. The first lock might be the hardest one, mostly because it was above his head. He could ask Eastley for a boost, but he wasn’t going to do that while Eastley was keeping watch for them.

      “There’s something down there,” Eastley said.

      “Down where?” Ty kept his focus on the lock.

      “Finish this, and I’ll be right back.”

      “Eastley—”

      He was gone before Ty had a chance to challenge him.

      It wasn’t the first time Eastley had abandoned him in the middle of a job, thinking he had another way, but this might be the most irritating.

      Ty braced himself, pushing his feet on either side of the doorframe, and crept up it. He gritted his teeth, trying to keep from grunting and making noise. When he managed to get himself several feet off the ground, he pressed his chest up against the door as he strained overhead.

      He used his lock pick set and dug at the lock, twisting into it as he fumbled.

      Bingham had taught Ty early in his training about how to pick locks. He had put Ty through various tests. The first had been a simple walk-through, asking him to sit at a table with no other challenges other than the lock itself. It had taken him a long time to master that. When he could, it was a matter of working faster and faster, testing his speed. Finally, Bingham had moved on to adding distractions, though Ty still sat at a table. He had swatted at him, poking him in the side and the back, smacking him on the back of the head. Ty had to pick the lock quickly and learn to master that skill set. Once he improved, Bingham continued to add layers of complexity to the task—incorporating blindfolds, noise, a crowd, and even asking Ty to do it behind his back.

      If not for all of that, Ty would not have been able to open the uppermost lock.

      He continued to strain, holding his breath. He could barely move his arms. Bingham would’ve appreciated the difficulty of this test. Finally, he heard a soft click as the lock popped open.

      He slipped down the door, landing on the ground, and glanced along the hall. There was still no sign of Eastley. What is he doing? Slipping off like that was going to get one of them caught. Then the rest of the job would fail.

      If Ty hadn’t already drawn attention to himself with the noise he made when he landed.

      The next lock went quickly, and he didn’t have to go too high on his toes to get to it. The final lock was actually the most challenging—not because of his position, but because the lock itself was difficult. He finished working through it, hearing the satisfactory click as it came open, then he stuffed the lock pick set back into his pocket.

      Where was Eastley?

      There must’ve been a patrol, though they hadn’t seen any sign of them, which still surprised him. But now that the door was unlocked, it was time to move quickly.

      As Ty pushed the door open, he saw movement inside.
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      Ty hurriedly tried to move back, looking to see if there were any people inside the room, but he couldn’t tell. He just knew that he wasn’t alone.

      He darted off to the side. The room wasn’t terribly large, and it smelled stale, but there was a hint of a scent in the air that reminded him of incense. He rushed in between a pair of shelves, keeping his back to the wall as much as he could.

      Could it be a Dragon Touched?

      A Dragon Touched guard inside the vault made a certain sort of sense, but how would they have been behind locked doors? This was the vault.

      Or it could be nothing more than a soldier. Ty could deal with a soldier.

      Something whizzed over his head, and he ducked, dropping low, barely avoiding whatever had struck where his head had been.

      He tried to roll off to the side, but crashed into a box.

      Too loud.

      He reached for the box, finding something hard and metallic nearby. He waited until the shadowy form came near, then he hurled the cylindrical metal object at them. His aim was true. He heard a soft thunk, a grunt, then looked up.

      They were down.

      It had lasted barely more than a few moments. Still, it had been too loud. Ty was sure he was going to draw attention now.

      Where was Eastley?

      He still had no idea where he had gone, only that he had gone looking for something.

      Ty couldn’t see anything here.

      The room was dark, but he still had his dragon light. He ran his hand along its surface, causing it to illuminate a bit.

      He was careful not to create too much light. While he would have preferred more, he only needed enough to make out the details of the room.

      There were rows of shelves and several open bins. Sculptures filled the shelves, many of them reminding him of the obsidian dragon relics he had seen—and stolen—from places throughout the kingdom. They were the kind of sculptures Bingham—and his mother—favored, and were similar to the one Eastley owed him. As Ty looked at them, he realized they were all replicas. Not a single one was real.

      Could the king really not know?

      It wasn’t the king who placed them here, though. It was his people.

      None of this was what Ty was here for. Not if he could get away with something easier to carry. Gold. Jewels. Anything but dragon remnants and relics.

      He scanned the shelves, but still didn’t find anything they needed; there wasn’t any of the gold or the jewels that could be easily traded for transportation—and used once they got out of Zarinth. There were a few large dragon bones, remnants that would be valuable but too cumbersome to carry out of there, and a small trunk pressed into the corner. He tested a few of the boxes, looking inside. In each one, he found more dragon bones, similar to the ones he had seen while retracing the expedition’s steps. But there was another shelf, and this one had drawers on it.

      That.

      He hurried over to it and heard a soft shuffling.

      Ty glanced over, but the other person in the room was still motionless. He really should see who else was here. If it was one of the king’s men, then Ty needed to be careful. He had already knocked out one of them, or so he thought the other man was one of them. He couldn’t linger here too much longer.

      He had to find the gold. Ty wasn’t going to leave that to Eastley. He was always going to be the one to pull off the job.

      He pulled out the drawer and found rows of dragon teeth.

      They were jagged, irregular, and seemed to be sorted in a way that kept them together. Could they be a set? Maybe the expedition had found an entire set of dragon teeth, but were they really more valuable than bones?

      He pushed the doors to the vault closed.

      He looked over to the man lying on the floor. He was dressed all in black.

      Why hadn’t I paid any attention to that before?

      None of the king’s men would be dressed in black.

      This man had attempted to break in before Ty and Eastley. Another thief—and working alone. He looked at the man, who was larger than Ty, but didn’t have quite as muscular a build as Eastley. Not only had he been working alone, but he was here behind what Ty had known were locked doors. Maybe they hadn’t been locked, though he had heard the locks click when he picked them.

      The Dragon Thief.

      That was who this had to be.

      If the Dragon Thief was here, there had to be something around that was of great value. Something that would be enough for them to get out of the city. Enough to set him up for life so that he could focus on finding his parents.

      He was resting near a trunk, and Ty quickly made his way over to it, carefully lifting the lid.

      There was a strange, oblong shape inside, resting on a pile of hay.

      He frowned at it.

      Ty leaned forward, staring at the object, when he noticed movement near him.

      He spun, but was too close to the Dragon Thief. He started to take a step back, while the Dragon Thief moved toward him. He was quick and kept himself low, making it difficult for Ty to try to get to him.

      He’d trained to fight. That was always a possibility with his line of work, but the man was larger than him—and Ty wasn’t nearly as skilled as he wished he were. It was better to sneak in unseen. That he was good at.

      Ty prepared to brace himself just as the Dragon Thief collapsed.

      Eastley stood behind him, hands releasing a grip on his neck. “Who’s this?”

      Ty breathed out a sigh of relief, wondering if Eastley had killed him. “I’m assuming it’s the Dragon Thief.”

      “What?”

      “He was here before me. Us.”

      “Maybe that’s what I heard,” Eastley said. “Thought it might be a patrol, but didn’t see any sign of them. I went looking, but I couldn’t find anything.”

      “No patrols?”

      “Nothing,” Eastley said. “Now. Where is the gold?”

      “I haven’t found any,” Ty said.

      “We aren’t getting out of here without bringing back the gold.”

      “Then we aren’t getting out of here,” Ty said. “I don’t see any gold. All I’ve found so far are dragon remnants.”

      “That’s it? There’s nothing else here? We need more than remnants to get out of the city, Ty.”

      And here he had thought Eastley wasn’t concerned. “You can help me look.”

      Ty had no idea how long they had, but he knew they had already made too much noise—not only during Ty’s initial scuffle with the Dragon Thief, but also when Eastley had knocked him out.

      “Let’s see what I can find,” Eastley said. He started sorting through the boxes, moving quickly and tossing them open before closing them again. He seemed unmindful of the noise he was making, and Ty tried to hush him several times, but Eastley ignored him.

      “I don’t see anything but bones,” Eastley said. “And this one drawer has all of these teeth, but nothing else.”

      “There is this,” he said, motioning to the trunk that the Dragon Thief had been resting near. “It has to be valuable.”

      “Right,” Eastley said. “And what is it?”

      Ty leaned forward, flipping the trunk open again, and grabbed the item inside. “I don’t know. It looks like… an egg.” He didn’t know what else to call it. It certainly could be an egg.

      Eastley looked over, locking eyes with him and grinning slightly. “A dragon egg? Really?”

      Ty glanced toward the door. “Think about it, Eastley. There has to be something here that’s valuable enough for the Dragon Thief to come after. Why wouldn’t it be an egg?”

      Eastley shrugged. “I suppose it could be.”

      Ty thought it made sense. He looked at the trunk. “We’re taking this.”

      “And if it’s not worth anything?”

      “Then we drop it. But if it is, then this might be our way out.”

      “Or it might get the Dragon Touched to come chasing after us,” Eastley stated.

      There was that danger. They both knew it.

      “Do you see anything—” Ty cut off suddenly.

      There were footsteps in the hall. They didn’t have much time.

      After another quick look around the room, Ty grabbed a collection of dragon bones and stuffed them into his pocket, while Eastley grabbed the teeth, shoving his own pockets full of them.

      “Time to go,” Ty said.

      Eastley looked over to him, but he didn’t say anything. He was still trying to stuff his pockets with dragon teeth. They wouldn’t be able to carry much—worse, they wouldn’t be able to move any of this. This was not what Bingham had wanted.

      Maybe they could find a dragon pearl. Some jewels. Something.

      But they didn’t have time. He could hear the footsteps making their way toward them. He grabbed for Eastley, dragging him along as they hurried down the hall.

      They didn’t have to go far before they caught sight of a man making his way toward them. He was dressed in a black jacket and pants, somewhat like the Dragon Thief, and there was a part of Ty that questioned whether he was with the Dragon Thief—but then he noticed a pale glow around him.

      Dragon Touched.

      They veered off, taking another hall. He thought about the map Bingham had showed them. There was the layout they had intended to take, but what he needed now was a different exit point. He might be able to find something, but it was going to take a bit of maneuvering in the hall.

      “Tell me that you remember what Bingham showed us,” Eastley said. “Because I have a feeling we’re either going to have to fight our way out, or we’re going to have to find another way.”

      “We can’t fight our way out,” Ty said. “If there is a Dragon Touched, we won’t be able to overpower them.”

      They turned a corner.

      He was irritated with Eastley, though he wasn’t going to say it. Had he not disappeared, they might not have needed to make that much noise, and they might have avoided drawing any attention down here in the first place.

      They took another turn, and from there, he caught sight of a staircase in the distance. He went running for it as Eastley kept pace with him.

      The staircase was more open than the one they had used coming down, and they hurried ahead, quickly reaching the second level just as Ty heard the sound of boots behind him. He looked up the stairs and decided to jump through the doorway and onto the landing, dragging Eastley with him.

      He was startled by two soldiers on that level, and Ty had a chance to change direction, hurrying another way before the soldiers came after them. Once he reached the stairs again, he debated which direction to go next. The soldiers knew Ty and Eastley were trying to get back out after being in the vault, and they might even know that they had the egg.

      If only they hadn’t knocked out the Dragon Thief. He probably had some way of getting out of this without getting captured.

      Ty dragged Eastley down another hall, found another staircase, then went down a level and around before looping up onto yet another staircase. At one point, he stumbled, rolling across the ground a moment before popping to his feet. His back felt warm where he’d struck the stone, and he worried he’d injured himself. He looked to see what had caught his leg, but didn’t see anything—just shadows and darkness.

      Eastley shoved him forward. Once they stepped out into the hall, they found it empty. They waited, searching for a sign of someone there, coming toward them, but heard no footsteps. Since there was no sign of the soldiers or the Dragon Touched, they hurried along the hall, reaching the door that would take them to the next level, then went up the stairs from there.

      Heat exploded as he pushed open another door. He caught sight of a pair of men dressed in dark leathers, and a blackened form slithering along the hall.

      The dragon.

      Ty jumped back as his breath caught. He didn’t think they’d seen him, but how could they outrun the dragon?

      “What are you doing?” Eastley whispered.

      Now he was being quiet?

      He wouldn’t keep the dragon from him. Eastley would only go rogue again. “We have people following us, and they can’t know that we have a map to follow, so I think we have no choice here,” Ty said.

      “No choice but to do what?”

      “Keep running.”

      But to outrun soldiers, Dragon Touched, and now a dragon?

      They were on the first sublevel, and Ty raced through the palace until he reached more stairs, Eastley close behind. He soon heard the sound of footsteps chasing after him, near enough that he knew he had to get moving more quickly. Once he reached the main level, he noted its familiarity. They had come through this part of the palace before.

      The darkened lights that he had dimmed before were glowing brightly now.

      They weren’t going to be able to go that way.

      Clutching the egg up against him, he hurried toward the only entrance left.

      Stupid, Tydornen.

      They plunged outside, into a glowing light around them. In the distance, he could feel Ishantil trembling, as if the volcano wanted to reaffirm its presence. The light glowed against the darkness, surging every so often, warning Ty that it was close to erupting.

      They ran across the lawn.

      When he glanced back, he saw that one of the people chasing them was a Dragon Touched, and another person, clad in a shadowy cloak, trailed alongside him.

      “We have to split up,” Ty said. “It’s more likely we’ll escape that way. You draw off the Dragon Touched, and I’m going to draw off this other one.”

      “And if you can’t?”

      “If I can’t, then you get out.”

      Hopefully Olivia had already managed to escape.

      It felt strange to him to care that much about anything happening to her, but she didn’t deserve captivity any more than he did.

      Eastley glanced over, holding his gaze for a moment, then sprinted off to the right as Ty took off to the left.

      Ty could feel somebody following him as he ran ahead. He didn’t even need to turn around to confirm it: He was fully aware that somebody was pursuing him and that he had to outrun them—but the palace wall loomed in front of him.

      He hazarded a glance back.

      When he did, he realized that he had seen the person following him before, in the city. They were short, almost willowy, and wore a black cloak, moving pace for pace with Ty.

      He wasn’t going to be able to outrun them.

      As Ishantil trembled again, its soft glowing persisting, he felt something catch his ankle. He looked down, but there wasn’t anybody immediately near him. It felt as if he had tripped on darkness itself. Again.

      He stumbled, rolling forward, and tried to bounce to his feet.

      The shadowy cloaked figure was there.

      He looked up and saw it was a woman, wearing a cloak that matched her hair. Her eyes were inky black and her olive skin reflected Ishantil’s light. There was a strangeness to the way she tipped her head, sniffing, as if she were some predator ready to bound onto him.

      With a startling realization, he knew who—and worse, what—this was.

      The Tecal.

      He tried to get to his feet, but she seemed unconcerned about him running.

      He staggered back, only to bounce off of somebody behind him. The Tecal made a motion with her hand, and a man behind Ty grabbed his wrists, binding his arms behind his back. It probably wasn’t even difficult for him to do that. Ty wasn’t large enough, or strong enough, to fight them off.

      The dark-cloaked woman took a step toward him. She tipped her head to the side again, sniffing, then pulled her cloak around her, making it swirl strangely.

      The woman glanced up at Ishantil as it trembled, its glowing light in the distance.

      “Bring him inside,” she said. Her voice was harsh, dangerous, and he knew he wasn’t going anywhere. He had been caught.

      Hopefully Eastley managed to escape.

      As they dragged him toward the palace, he felt the trembling of the volcano again.

      A surge of light told him there was another eruption. It was brief, and didn’t illuminate the night as it did before, but it lasted long enough for Ty to wonder whether he was going to be able to escape before Ishantil fully erupted, and if he might die without knowing what happened to his parents.
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      Ty sat in the corner of the cell. There was no light, just a flat darkness that surrounded everything. He pulled his knees up to his body, staring at the bars he knew were there but could not see. He had wandered around the cell when he was first thrown into it, trying to get a feel for it and trying to ascertain whether there would be any way to get out, but there wasn’t. There was nothing but the bars.

      They had stripped him of the items he’d stolen, so he no longer had the dragon bones or the dragon egg. He still had his lock pick set, but he doubted that was going to do much good for him here. He was trapped.

      Ty ran his hands along the bars, searching for some weakness, but didn’t find any. As far as he could tell, the bars were set into the stone, similar to the way Bingham’s lock was set into his doorframe.

      No one had come for him.

      He had no idea what had happened to Eastley. No idea what had happened to Olivia.

      All he knew was that he had failed.

      Worse, with every passing moment inside the cell, he had felt the trembling of Ishantil. Of course, he had already been aware of its rumbling, its threat to erupt. The palace didn’t protect him from that. He wasn’t even sure if it could.

      But now, it felt like there was no way he was going to escape.

      They had a week. That was all. And then…

      If the priests and university archaeologists were right, then Ishantil would erupt, and given that they at least agreed it would happen soon, he had a hard time thinking they were wrong.

      Would they just leave him here?

      His stomach rumbled and his mouth was dry, and Ty had grown increasingly uncertain about how long he had been there. Moments stretched out into what seemed like hours, an endless period of time that he was trapped in place, unable to go anywhere or do anything other than sit and wait.

      With every tremoring of Ishantil, Ty couldn’t help but think about what was coming.

      He couldn’t do anything to escape the cell, which meant he was going to die here. He would be trapped, assuming the volcano erupted the way it seemed it would.

      He wasn’t going to be able to get out of this. How could he?

      Ty kept waiting for somebody to return, hoping one of his captors would come, but they never did. They had left him alone with his thoughts.

      Everything that he had done had been to try to find his parents. Really, to find his mother. She had been the reason his father had left. She had gone, chasing some dragon relic, disappearing and leaving him alone.

      It was always about dragon relics for her, just like it was for Bingham. Ty suspected that was what had brought them together.

      Ty remembered the very first time they had gone to Bingham’s shop. It was part of the reason he had gone to Bingham after his mother and father had both disappeared. He was a familiar face, somebody who might know something about what had happened to his mother, but Bingham hadn’t known anything.

      “Why are we coming here?” Ty remembered asking as his mother guided him through Zarinth, leading them toward Bingham’s shop.

      It was early morning. Typically in the morning, she would come to the city, buy whatever supplies she needed, then return home to finish her chores. She allowed Ty to come with her most of the time, but she had never brought him here.

      “I just have to ask my friend a question,” his mom replied.

      He remembered following her into the shop. The stores here were different than they were in the rest of the city. They were old, which wasn’t terribly uncommon for his mother. She tended to prefer some of the older businesses. But the stores were also darker, more shadowy. Once inside Bingham’s store, it seemed as if a layer of dust covered everything. Ty found dozens of dragon sculptures, but when he had tested one, he knew it was a forgery. It was too light. His mother had taught him to recognize real dragon relics, as they had several in their home.

      Ty also remembered seeing Bingham for the first time. Ty had been no more than seven or eight at the time, and Bingham had seemed gruff, irritable, except when he was talking to Ty’s mother.

      Bingham had tipped his head politely, almost in a bow.

      “Bingham, this is my son Tydornen.” Bingham had frowned at Ty, but he thrust out his hand. “I thought it would be helpful for Ty to see some of the places I visit.”

      “He’s too young,” Bingham said.

      “Yes, but I think he has potential.” She looked over to Ty with the smile he remembered—the one he still chased. “I think the Flame has blessed him. Us.”

      Bingham had looked at Ty then, and Ty had felt as if he were being examined.

      “I haven’t found anything more,” Bingham said. “I’m sorry, but I’ve tried. I know you’re running out of time.”

      She smiled again. “Not running out, Bingham. We still have time. It grows shorter each year, but even if I fail…” She turned to Ty, warmth radiating from her.

      Bingham turned to Ty’s mother, frowning. “I’m not so sure that we do. I’ve been looking for—”

      Ty’s mother raised her hand, and Bingham cut himself off. “It doesn’t matter,” she said and looked around the shop. “What do you think, Ty? Does Mr. Bingham have anything here that interests you?”

      Ty lifted one sculpture. In the entire shop, it was the only one made out of obsidian—the only real dragon relic. “I like this one.”

      His mother glanced over to Bingham, beaming. “You see?”

      “Maybe,” Bingham said.

      “We will keep looking,” she said to Bingham. “And you don’t have to worry about how much time we have remaining.”

      “I always worry. That’s my job.”

      “Was,” she said. “So much has changed for us, Bingham.”

      “We will stop him.”

      “That is my hope,” she said, and even at his age, Ty had heard the note of worry in his mother’s voice.

      A shuffling outside his cell caught his attention and he looked up, jolted back into the present moment. A faint glowing came along the hall, growing nearer.

      Ty got to his feet. He had no idea what he might encounter, but he wasn’t about to be seated when it came. He wasn’t going to be surprised like that.

      A dragon light came drifting toward the cell. The man carrying it had an intensity to him that made Ty nervous. A Dragon Touched, he was certain, but there was something about this one that put him on edge—more so than any of the other Dragon Touched he’d seen.

      He got to his feet, staring out through the bars at the man as he approached.

      The man simply watched him, and Ty stepped back, away from the bars.

      “Do you know where you are?” he asked Ty.

      Ty was tempted to snap at him, to say something stupid, but he still needed to know what had happened to Eastley and whether he had managed to escape.

      “I assume I’m in the palace,” Ty responded.

      “The palace. Yes. An associate of the Dragon Thief found within the palace. What an interesting turn of events.”

      They thought he was with the Dragon Thief? Maybe they had captured the Dragon Thief as well. Ty struggled to figure out how to work this out; he had no idea what angle to take, as anything he did or said could be used against him and could lead to his perpetual captivity.

      He didn’t have much time.

      He needed to get out of prison, and once he did, he believed he could find his own way out of Zarinth, and maybe into the rest of the kingdom. He would risk the dangerous road if he had to. What other choice would he have?

      “Do you know who I am?” the man asked.

      The way he said it suggested that Ty should know, but he didn’t know anything about him other than that he was a Dragon Touched. It wasn’t as if Ty kept tabs on the Dragon Touched.

      “Should I?” Ty asked in response.

      The man stepped closer. His black hair reminded Ty of the Tecal he’d faced, but there was a brooding intensity to him that seemed to be supplemented by the power of the Dragon Touched that he possessed. “I find most within the kingdom have heard my name.”

      Ty’s heart started hammering. There was one particular Dragon Touched in the city whom he had heard about. One dangerous one.

      “The Killer of Wyn,” Ty stated.

      The man stepped forward, smiling at him. “You have heard of me. Very good. It will make all of this much easier. I am Roson James. I serve the king directly.” He let the words linger a moment. “Now. Where is the egg?”

      Ty blinked. They thought he still had the egg?

      He was sure he had it on him before he had been captured by the Tecal. Had she taken it and not revealed it to the Dragon Touched? “I don’t have the egg,” Ty said.

      He regarded Roson carefully. If there was some issue between him and the Tecal, Ty might be able to use it to his advantage—but how? Roson had a reputation. And Ty had seen the Tecal. He had felt the pressure of her presence.

      Bright light flared near him. The dragon light.

      He thought he saw Roson smile, perhaps amused by Ty’s unsteadiness and uncertainty in captivity, as he kept his hands on the bars of the cell.

      Ty wasn’t exactly sure what happened next, but something grabbed him. It felt like a band of heat that wrapped around his legs and worked up and around him until it started to constrict around his shoulders, pressure building all the way down.

      Roson watched Ty. “You will find that I have a skilled technique in obtaining the information I need. Very few have been able to withstand my questioning.”

      “Like the Wyn?” Ty barely managed to get the words out.

      Roson grinned, holding out his palm with the glowing light. It seemed different from the dragon light, and the heat that radiated from it was almost enough to make Ty back away, but he couldn’t. “It’s easier when people have heard of me. Questioning goes more smoothly. That will be helpful given our circumstances and the expediency with which I need to work.” He stepped closer, and the strange band of heat around Ty seemed to constrict, making it even more difficult to move. “Where is the egg?” Roson asked again.

      Ty licked his lips. “I don’t have it.”

      “The Dragon Thief stole the egg from the vault. We know this. You were with the Dragon Thief. And now the egg is missing. I will ask you one more time, and if you choose to lie to me, you will find me even more unpleasant than I’ve been.”

      Ty tried to glare at him. “I think you’re plenty unpleasant as it is.”

      “You have barely begun to see unpleasant,” Roson said.

      Ty swallowed. He didn’t have the egg, so he couldn’t do anything besides try to fight. “I’m sure. Especially if the stories about you are true.”

      “They are. They most certainly are.”

      The band wrapped even more tightly around Ty, squeezing him.

      Ty couldn’t fight. It seemed like a flaming rope squeezed around him. Roson simply stared at him, no emotion in his eyes—nothing other than the hard edge of darkness that seemed to fill him.

      “I don’t know anything,” Ty said through gritted teeth. He could barely speak. The pain coming off the bands was enormous. The longer he held onto the pressure and burning, the more the pressure started to shift, becoming a hot pain that surged into him, making it so he could barely do anything.

      “That’s unfortunate, especially since your friend claimed you did,” Roson said.

      His friend. Eastley.

      Which meant he was captured too.

      And he had blamed Ty?

      No. Would Eastley do that?

      Ty had no idea if Eastley would betray him, but there would be no real reason for Eastley to protect him either, especially if he thought lying might get him safely out. And Ty couldn’t even blame him for it. If there was some way of getting out of this to safety, wouldn’t he do what he had to?

      “What do you want to know?” Ty asked.

      “Tell me about the egg.”

      “I had it. I don’t anymore.” He would tell Roson anything to get the pain to stop burning around him. But it persisted.

      Roson kept one hand resting on the bars of the cell, and regarded Ty with a strange, passive indifference, as if Ty were nothing to be concerned about, no one to care about. “Unfortunate,” Roson stated.

      “I told you everything I know. We tried breaking in for some gold so we could get out of the city before the volcano erupts.”

      “And yet you took the egg, not the gold.”

      “We were just looking for gold. Jewels, maybe, but—”

      “You went to the wrong vault.”

      Could they have?

      They had relied upon Bingham’s information. He was the one who had given them the map of the palace grounds and told him where they needed to go. What if he had sent them to the wrong place?

      Worse, what if he had sent them there intentionally?

      Bingham had been holding something back from them. What if he had known there was an egg in the vault and had sent them there, hoping they would find it and steal it, then…

      Ty wouldn’t put it past him to keep something as important as that from him, but he had to keep those thoughts tamped down. That wasn’t what Bingham wanted from them. He wanted out.

      The bands continued to constrict around Ty. “I don’t have the egg. I don’t know the Dragon Thief.”

      “Then you will stay here,” Roson stated as he moved away from the bars of the cell.

      Ty hollered after him, but he didn’t turn back. It wasn’t until Roson disappeared altogether that the bands finally loosened, their grip no longer constricting him. And even then, he still had a memory of the pain, along with a memory of what Roson James said to him, and he couldn’t shake that either.
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      Ty had again lost track of how long he was in the cell, but he had noticed an increase in rumbling as the volcano’s energy steadily built up.

      He didn’t know how long he had before the volcano erupted, but as Roson James hadn’t returned, he started to think that perhaps he was going to simply abandon him here. No one had brought him food or water still, and Ty had been forced to relieve himself in the corner of the cell. It had started to stink.

      His mind wandered. This wasn’t how he had imagined leaving the world. Not that he had given too much thought to that. Why should he think those thoughts? He was young, and he thought he still had time.

      But that had been a mistake.

      At some point—Ty still didn’t know how much time had elapsed—another light slowly started coming down the hall. It was white, not the dragon light. Hopefully it wasn’t Roson, but at this point, he would take anyone. He would say or do whatever he had to in order to get out of the cell—and stay out.

      The light stopped in front of him, but he couldn’t see the person holding it, as his eyes struggled to adjust.

      “You are the Dragon Thief,” a soft, familiar voice said.

      It wasn’t Roson. It was the Tecal.

      He moved forward. “You have the wrong person. I’m not the Dragon Thief. I was in the wrong place.”

      There was a harsh, hoarse laugh. “The wrong place?”

      “Yes, I was in the wrong place,” Ty repeated.

      “We know the Dragon Thief has been targeting the expedition. You were found with a claw that was part of the most recent journey down the mountain. Do you deny that?”

      The claw? That was what this was about?

      “I had the claw, but I’m not the Dragon Thief.”

      She was a pace away from the outside of the cell, and with the glowing light, he could now make out her dark eyes, her olive-colored skin, and her inky black cloak.

      “I don’t have the dragon egg,” he said hurriedly. “That’s what you’re after, isn’t it?”

      She cocked her head, sniffing. “Perhaps you do not.”

      “If I had it, I’d give it to you so I could get out of here.”

      “Would you?”

      “By the Flame, of course I would,” Ty said.

      He needed some way to convince her—something he could do to get her to let him free—but what could he do or say for her to free him?

      “You were here when the Dragon Thief attacked. At the least, you are an associate of the Dragon Thief,” she said.

      “I’m not an associate of the Dragon Thief. We encountered somebody in the vault, where we were going to try to find gold to buy our way out of the city before the volcano erupted, which is what I told Roson.”

      “Him. He was here already?” She tipped her head to the side, sniffing again. “He was. Perhaps you will talk to me. I can promise leniency, something he will not.”

      “I told him everything. I told him the truth,” Ty stated.

      At this point, he had nothing to lose. He didn’t have the egg, and if he didn’t get out of the cell, he was going to be trapped here when the volcano erupted, killed like everyone else who was stuck in the city.

      “I found your home to be quite interesting,” she said.

      Everything went cold for him. She had gone to his home?

      He didn’t have much, but his home was the one place he was incredibly protective of—mostly because he didn’t have much, and partly because he had neighbors whom he had come to know, people he didn’t want harm to fall upon, not because of him. He would protect them if he could.

      “You won’t find anything there,” Ty said.

      “Are you so certain?” She held out a bag, shaking it gently. “I actually found some interesting items. It’s surprising that you would leave them there, rather than in a bank.”

      He found his gaze drawn toward her hand, to the collection of coins he knew she must have. It was everything he had managed to save—money he had been hoarding so he could buy information about his parents, should the opportunity arise. He thought his savings might also allow him to be able to stop stealing for Bingham one day, and perhaps even help him if he chose to leave Zarinth.

      He had never mustered the courage to do so, not until recently, but the Tecal taking his coin meant that any opportunity he might have to do that was now gone.

      She regarded him, as if knowing every thought in his mind.

      “What do you want from me?” Ty asked.

      “I think I’ve made my position quite clear,” the Tecal said.

      “You want the egg. I don’t have it. I told you we took it, but…” He frowned. “I had it on me when you captured me.”

      “Did you?”

      She tapped the light in her hand, which started to glow more brightly for just a moment before fading. “My responsibility as one of the king’s Tecal is to uncover all the secrets here—including whatever secrets you think to keep.”

      “I don’t have any secrets. I’ve told you everything.”

      “You haven’t told me about this,” she said, motioning to the stack of coins.

      “It’s my savings.”

      “Those who know you—at least, those remaining in the city who know you—are surprised. They aren’t aware of you holding any regular occupation.” She looked up at him, and it seemed as if a shadow moved across her features. “Do you care to tell me how you managed to acquire such wealth?”

      “I’m a guide,” Ty said.

      She frowned. “What kind of a guide would be so well paid?”

      It was partly true, which made the lie easier to tell. He had served as a guide at times, though not recently. There weren’t all that many people who were interested in going into the mountains. Very few cared to get close to Ishantil, other than the priests. There had been a time when people were more intrigued, those who thought to go and celebrate the Flame, and Ty had taken advantage of that, but those opportunities were few and far between lately.

      “Some like to go into the jungle,” Ty responded.

      “Much like you did when you were with the Dragon Thief and stole the claw?”

      “It wasn’t me.” The lie felt weak even as Ty said it. “Maybe it was just one of the velum.”

      “I have heard of these creatures, though I have not seen one. I understand they are quite distasteful.”

      Ty tried to change the tone of the interrogation. She didn’t seem like she wanted to torture him the way Roson had. “I haven’t tried one, though I know that some who live farther out in the kingdom do like them. There are plenty of trappers in the kingdom who go after them.”

      She frowned, sniffing strangely again. “You seem concerned by that.”

      Was he? Maybe it was more about his mother’s reaction, the way she had interacted with him when it came to those creatures. She hadn’t wanted anything to happen to them, and felt they didn’t deserve the torment the hunters put them through. But it was more than that, he thought. His mother seemed to treat them as if they were at least semi-intelligent.

      “I just don’t want to see them harmed. They aren’t the simple animals that most of the hunters believe. They strategize,” Ty said.

      She smiled tightly. “You could say the same about wolves.”

      “Or dragons,” he added.

      She frowned. “How many dragons have you seen?”

      Would it matter if he shared what he had seen?

      “The king had a dragon here,” he said. “I imagine anybody who went near the expedition’s collection would have seen it. And it’s not the first time he’s sent dragons here. Usually it’s to parade them and show them off, though maybe it’s for protection.”

      “Occasionally,” she said softly.

      “They’re all small ones. I don’t know why the king doesn’t let them grow to be full-size, but…” Ty trailed off. What was he doing here? “Please let me out,” he said. “I don’t have the egg, but I don’t deserve to die when Ishantil erupts.”

      She frowned again. “Yes. There are only a few days remaining.”

      Only a few days.

      For some reason, hearing somebody who worked for the king speak those words so openly made it harder for him to process. He had known it was going to happen—having seen Ishantil erupting already, feeling the tremors, and knowing the danger that was there—but hearing her say it was a startling admission.

      Only a few days.

      He had to get out of here before the volcano erupted. If he failed…

      He would die. No question.

      “Neither me nor my friend deserve to die here.” He figured there was no point in denying that he and Eastley were together.

      She watched him for a long moment. “Perhaps you can be useful to me. Perhaps.”

      “Tell me whatever you need,” Ty said.

      She ran her finger along the glowing light she held in her palm, and it began to stutter for just a moment before fading altogether. She stuffed it into her pocket. They were plunged into darkness, and it seemed to Ty that the shadows swirling around the orb were even denser now. It was only his imagination, only his inability to see anything now, that made it feel like that. Still, he couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling that worked through him.

      “I must find the egg,” she said, leaning toward the bars of the cell. Her voice was soft, a whisper.

      It beckoned him closer, and Ty found himself drawn to the front of the cell, close enough that he could practically feel the heat radiating off of her. He could smell a strange spicy scent, cinnamon mixed with a floral fragrance, then there was something else—almost a pressure coming off of her. Was it Tecal magic?

      He had no idea if they had any power, but seeing her and having been around her now, he couldn’t help but think that she must have something. Though all the stories he’d ever heard of the Tecal never spoke of magic.

      But there was an intensity to her that seemed to overpower him. He was terrified to do anything other than listen.

      “I don’t have it,” he said.

      “You will find it for me. You will find it for me before Roson James manages to find it, and trust me, he will be looking. I need the egg first.”

      Were they in some sort of battle for the king’s favor?

      “Why? Doesn’t the king have others?” Ty asked.

      “Not like this one,” she said softly.

      He frowned at the answer, wondering what made this egg so special. Could it be for a true dragon? Not a stunted dragon like he’d seen in the palace and outside in the city, but one like those that had once flown near Ishantil? Did that even matter?

      “How am I supposed to find the egg?”

      “You can use the Dragon Thief,” she said.

      “I’m not the Dragon Thief. I’m not with him. And I don’t know how to use him.”

      “I know,” she said. “But you know the city. You know the people. And you know where to hide.” She paused. “You must find the egg before Roson James does.”

      “And if I do?”

      “Your friend lives.”

      Eastley. She was offering him Eastley.

      “He and I could work together. He has skill,” Ty said.

      She laughed, a soft, grating sort of sound. “He’s not the most skilled. You were the one to break into the vault. You were the one to find the egg. And you were the one to nearly escape with it.” She breathed deeply and sniffed again. “You will find the egg. Of course, if you are captured, or if you draw attention to yourself, I will disavow any knowledge of this agreement.”

      “How can I find it in that time?”

      “That is up to you.”

      She leaned away. He felt the pressure easing, the intensity fading from her.

      He knew what he had to do. He knew he was going to take this job. How could he not? Eastley’s life depended on him. If he did it fast enough, they might still have time to escape.

      “Can you get us out of the city?” Ty asked.

      “I can keep you alive.”

      “If I do this, it has to be about more than just my friend’s life.” He was taking a gamble here—he knew he was—but he felt as if he might not have any other opportunity to make his request. Besides, if he failed, he was certain they were all going to die. He wouldn’t be able to get out of the city, Eastley would be trapped in prison, and Ishantil would erupt. “I need you to find something for me,” Ty said.

      “This is not a bargain,” she replied.

      “But you are one of the Tecal. One of the secret keepers. I’m just looking for a specific secret.”

      “I will do nothing that harms the kingdom,” she said, though she paused.

      “I don’t intend to harm the kingdom in any way. I just want information about my parents. They disappeared several years ago, and I haven’t been able to find any information about them. That’s all.”

      There was a moment of silence; a prolonged hesitation.

      In that pause, his heart hammered. He could feel the pressure coming off of her again, and it seemed as if the darkness intensified. He would’ve agreed to this only for Eastley, but the possibility that he might be able to find something out about his parents was even more of a reason.

      “I can make no guarantees,” she said softly. “But if you find the egg before Roson James does, I give you my word that I will offer whatever assistance I can in your quest.”

      His mouth was dry.

      He didn’t have answers, just the promise of them, but for the first time in years, Ty felt as if he was closer to learning about what had happened to his parents. Something more than just the rumors that Maggie was able to get for him. Something more than just snippets of information. This was one of the Tecal. One of the king’s secret keepers. If anyone could find information about his parents, it would have to be her.

      “I don’t even know your name,” Ty said.

      “You don’t need it.”

      “If I am to rely upon your word, I need your name.”

      There was a moment’s pause, a heavy hesitation that hung in the air, as if the darkness were trying to swallow everything she might say. “I am Gayal Holt.”

      He hadn’t known any of the Tecal by name, but knowing hers made him feel like he was in a better position. Perhaps it was a mistake. And there was no telling whether she told him the truth. It was possible she had lied about her name, but he didn’t have the feeling that she did.

      At this point, did it even matter?

      He needed to get out of the cell. He needed to do whatever she wanted so that he could help Eastley get out. “I will do it. Promise me that you will keep Eastley alive.”

      “I promise.” She took a step toward him, and the heat and energy radiating off of her was palpable. “Tell me, though, do you care more about your friend, or about finding your parents?”

      He hated to answer that. She was one of the Tecal. He worried about what she might say to Eastley, how she might use this information, but he also worried that if he didn’t tell her the truth, she wasn’t going to uphold her end of the bargain. “My parents,” he said softly.

      She sniffed, and for a moment, everything went dark around him again.

      “You have three days. After that, I can’t promise what Ishantil will do. Find the egg.”
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      Light came from the far end of the prison, drifting toward him.

      Ty had thought that Gayal would have released him immediately after making the agreement, but she had disappeared, and he had sat in silence, the stench of his own urine pooling in the back of the cell, mixed with some other undercurrent of foulness that the prison had been filled with ever since he had been placed into it.

      He couldn’t trust Gayal any more than he could trust Roson. They both served the king in their own unique way. The Dragon Touched were his military arm, the force of violence that he used to ensure his rule remained upheld, whereas the Tecal were his secret keepers. Spies.

      In that regard, he probably feared Gayal more than he feared Roson, but he also thought that if he were able to get some answers about what happened to his parents, then anything he did in service to her, and the king, would be worth it. That was all he wanted. Answers.

      Light continued to make its way toward him. Then there came a grinding sound.

      The only other time he’d heard that grinding was when he’d been placed into the cell in the first place. Could Gayal have upheld her end of the bargain?

      Ty was forced to wait. He didn’t think he’d been captured for all that long—a day or two at most, but the passage of time was odd here in the cell. He had no idea how long he really had to find the answers he wanted. Gayal promised him three days, but that was assuming Ishantil wouldn’t erupt during that time. If it did…

      He didn’t want to think about that.

      Two guards dressed in leathers approached Ty, and one of them held a softly glowing dragon light—probably Dragon Touched, which surprised him. Did Gayal work with the Dragon Touched as well? He didn’t think so. The Tecal seemed like she was working against Roson James, as if she needed to find the egg before he did in order to gain the king’s favor.

      “Get up,” one of the men said.

      Ty shuffled forward, saying nothing.

      They guided him through the hall, which gave him an opportunity to at least look around. It was narrow, lined with cells, but he didn’t see Eastley as he passed through the prison—or any other prisoners, for that matter.

      Where was Eastley being kept?

      Ty reasoned he was likely with Roson James.

      But, somehow, Gayal had promised to keep him safe.

      Ty had to figure out a way to find the egg and get it to her so Eastley would be freed. He couldn’t leave him behind. He had taken this job, no differently than Ty, and it was bad luck that they had been captured.

      The guards marched Ty up a narrow staircase. The only light in it was from the dragon light. Maybe it wasn’t a Dragon Touched, but simply someone carrying the dragon light.

      At the top of the stairs, they led him out a nondescript door, into the gardens surrounding the palace, and looked around toward the gate. They never said a word. Ty didn’t push, either, for fear of what they might do or say. It was better and easier for him to remain silent—safer, even.

      At the gate, he looked behind him. He could’ve sworn he saw Gayal at the entrance to the palace. Ty didn’t have an opportunity to question her, though perhaps he didn’t need to. He knew what he needed to do.

      The palace was dim, darkened, though there were a few lights illuminating the windows. Still, it was Ishantil glowing in the darkness behind it that caught his attention—the occasional surge of energy that burst upward, warning him that though he might have been imprisoned for several days, danger still loomed.

      One of the guards ushered Ty onto the street and stepped back and closed the gate behind him, leaving Ty standing there.

      He lingered for just a moment. He was hungry, thirsty, and exhausted. Even though he hadn’t had anything to do in the cell, sleeping had been almost impossible. He certainly couldn’t have rested well, not there.

      And now he didn’t know if he could rest at all. Now he felt as if he needed to get moving as quickly as possible.

      He had three days.

      At least, that was what Gayal claimed.

      Three days to find the egg. Three days to save Eastley.

      Three days to get out of the city.

      After that, she couldn’t promise him what Ishantil would do.

      But she had seemed worried.

      The streets were emptier than they had been when he had gone into prison. There was a different energy here, as well—one that seemed both more, and less, chaotic, if such a thing were possible. There were still caravans of wagons, many of them half-filled, making their way through the city, but he realized there were other caravans that were empty, moving closer toward the center of the city. They were guarded by soldiers along with Dragon Touched.

      It was an evacuation.

      Ty was certain that the wagon owners weren’t doing it out of some altruistic desire. There was money to be made. Maybe the king had sent them to help the wealthy of Zarinth.

      Some of the people he saw were dressed in the trappings of those who celebrated the Flame, the simple robes and the stylized flame worked into silver that marked those who closely adhered to the priests’ teachings. Others had what seemed to be all their belongings stacked on carts or to their backs, trudging through the streets.

      He made his way along the street and soon found himself near the temple.

      “Tydornen,” a familiar voice said.

      He turned to see Albion standing near the temple. He had on his dark maroon robe, and he lowered the hood of his cloak as Ty approached him.

      “What were you doing in the palace?” Albion asked, looking past him and toward it. His cheek had yellowed slightly, as if he’d fallen on his face recently.

      “You know me. I have friends there.”

      Ty’s brother turned his attention to him and shook his head. “Tydornen, do not play glib with me.”

      “Who’s playing?” Ty asked. “I do have friends there.”

      “Why won’t you just share with me what you were doing?”

      “Because it doesn’t matter.”

      “It does.” Albion frowned, turning his attention back to Ty. “There were rumors the Dragon Thief had been caught. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

      Ty shrugged. “Can’t say I do. Why are you asking?”

      “Only because I know you have dabbled in dangers you should not have.”

      “You make it sound like I’m doing something dangerous,” Ty said.

      “Are you?” Albion asked.

      Ty chuckled and shook his head. “I’m not doing anything, Albion. You know me. I wouldn’t want to sully your great name.”

      “The Flame protects me,” Albion said.

      “What happens when it stops?” Ty asked.

      “What does that mean?”

      “I’m sure the Flame will protect you if you do something foolish,” Ty said and looked around. He suspected the streets were so empty because so many soldiers remained outside the palace—more now than there were when he had first been captured. Ty smiled to himself, trying to suppress his irritation with his brother. There was no point in letting himself get too mad at Albion. It wasn’t his fault.

      Ty glanced to Ishantil trembling, then looked over to Albion. “But what happens when Ishantil erupts?” he asked.

      “You need not fear.”

      It was easy for Albion to say that. Ty had been looking for him before Ty had been captured, thinking maybe Albion would have some way to help him get out of the city, but now he couldn’t even rely upon that.

      “You should evacuate like everyone else,” Ty said.

      “There is no need to evacuate,” Albion responded.

      “I can see what’s happening with Ishantil as well as you can,” Ty said. “And I’ve heard what the priests and the archaeologists think. There isn’t much time.”

      “The Flame provides.”

      Ty sighed, resisting the urge to snap at his brother. This wasn’t the young man who had once run through the jungle with him, the boy who had helped him try to figure out how to whistle like his mother did when she called off the velum. This was the young man who had become a priest and had abandoned him.

      “The Flame can provide for you as well,” Albion continued.

      Ty looked over to his brother, shaking his head. “The Flame does not care about me. And neither do you.”

      “That’s hurtful, Tydornen.”

      What did Ty care if it was hurtful? What did it even matter?

      At this point, the only thing that mattered was saving his friend, someone who had tried to help them find a way to get out. Someone who hadn’t abandoned Ty when he needed him.

      “You didn’t help me. And you’ve never cared to try to find our parents. You’ve stayed behind, serving the Flame—as if it will ever provide you with any answers,” Ty stated.

      It was an old argument—one they’d had several times before—so it didn’t change anything. He didn’t expect his brother to understand just how hard it had been for him when their parents had disappeared, but he wished Albion would have been more invested in trying to help him.

      “I offered you safety,” Albion said softly.

      At least he didn’t try to convince Ty to follow the Flame. Ty wasn’t sure he could stomach that from him again. “You offered me to join the priests in the temple.” Ty shook his head. “That’s not the same. I don’t have the same devotion to the Flame as you do.”

      “You once did.”

      Ty frowned. “Once?” He shook his head again. “I’ve never had any devotion to the Flame.”

      “You did the first time you saw the lava lake.”

      Ty just grunted. That had been a long time ago. He remembered the first time he had gone to the lava lake, and how it had felt standing in front of that place of fire and heat and power. There was no doubt in his mind at that time that there was some greater power there. Either it came from Ishantil or it came from the Flame, but as much as his brother celebrated, Ty never truly knew. Not that it mattered.

      The lava lake was just that—where lava from Ishantil spilled down, pouring out of the mountain. There was no unique power to the Flame beyond what he had seen. Fire could burn, but should fire be celebrated?

      Not in Ty’s mind, though his brother felt differently. Many felt differently.

      “I’m sorry I don’t have the same faith in Ishantil as you do,” Ty said.

      “It’s not faith in Ishantil that I have, but faith in the Flame.” Albion regarded him. “You don’t have to remain in Zarinth.”

      “And what would I do, then?” Ty asked.

      “I’m sure the priesthood would permit you to travel.”

      “With you?”

      Was his brother actually offering him an opportunity to go with him? And if so, could Ty really turn it down?

      Ishantil trembled, almost as if trying to warn him against making any other response besides agreement.

      “Not with me,” Albion said.

      “I don’t even know where you’ve been.”

      “I’ve told you I’ve traveled. The Flame has brought me many places—enough places to understand that what we see here, the challenge we experience here, is not the same danger that you believe it is. When I was in Isan, I saw the fire fields glowing, burning brightly, and I knew the Flame. When I traveled to Leth, I came to understand the heat naturally rising from the ground, another way the Flame makes itself known. And when I was in—”

      “I don’t need to know every place you’ve traveled,” Ty cut in.

      It wouldn’t matter to him; he only had to understand what he needed to do now.

      “I’m afraid I can’t go with you.”

      “You are the one who fears Ishantil.”

      “I fear what Ishantil might do. I fear how it might erupt.”

      Albion turned behind him, looking to the volcano. It trembled, but not with so much violence as to make Ty think it would erupt at any moment. They still had time, but his worry about just how much time they actually had was increasing by the moment.

      “And I understand what must be done,” Albion said.

      It was disconcerting to Ty to see his brother this way, even though he knew he was a faithful servant of the Flame; he was so committed to the Flame, so committed to his own death, that he wasn’t even willing to leave.

      And there wasn’t anything Ty would be able to do. Not to help his brother. He was committed to the priesthood. Committed to a path that Ty couldn’t follow.

      “And I understand what I must do,” Ty said.

      Albion watched him for a few moments, his dark eyes unreadable. “If you are still here when the Asharlath Ceremony takes place, I would invite you to be my guest. You may find a renewed faith.”

      “I don’t even know what that ceremony is.”

      “It is an offering to Ishantil, and an offering to the Flame.”

      “When are you holding it?”

      “It depends on the Flame,” Albion said.

      “Then how am I supposed to know where and when to find it?”

      Albion flicked his gaze up to Ishantil. “You will know.” With that, he turned, leaving Ty alone.

      But that might be for the best. He had to find Bingham and begin to make whatever preparations they could to figure out how to save Eastley. Ty wasn’t at all sure what that was going to take.

      He had to find the egg, and there was only one way he thought he could do that, but it involved pulling off a job that seemed impossible to him.

      It meant finding the Dragon Thief.

      After Gayal had come to him, Ty had realized that the Dragon Thief must have been the one who had gotten the egg from him, but he wasn’t exactly sure how. There wouldn’t have been an opportunity for him to have taken it while Ty was running through the palace—they hadn’t even encountered anybody. There wouldn’t have been an opportunity for the Dragon Thief to have snagged it prior to Ty’s capture.

      The idea that the Dragon Thief had managed to do it seemed impossible to believe.

      And now…

      He had no idea.

      Which was why he needed Bingham.

      He stepped off to the side of the road, avoiding a caravan of wagons. This one was almost full, and the people on it were clearly wealthy, as they were dressed from head to toe in expensive silks, and the women were adorned with gold and silver jewelry. It was thoroughly guarded by a dozen soldiers, along with men at the front and rear of the caravan that Ty strongly suspected were Dragon Touched. There would be no way to get past it.

      He waited until it cleared completely. Ishantil trembled, and he glanced up to watch the rumbling, wondering if he might see some other sign, but there was nothing. Three days.

      That thought stayed with him.

      He tore his gaze away and found himself looking up at the peak of the temple—toward the Flame.

      Normally, the Flame’s pale orange light glowed softly, a reminder of Ishantil’s light.

      Now it glowed brightly, with hints of red and orange, and it seemed to tremble in time with Ishantil. It seemed to tremble as if the Flame truly was angry.

      Three days.

      It was time to go.
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      When Ty reached Bingham’s home, it was late—and dark. He hoped Bingham would be there, or at least would’ve left some sign for Ty, but why would he? If Bingham knew they had been captured, there would be no reason for him to have waited.

      Ty glanced along the streets, which remained relatively empty. The people who were out had started to get a look of resignation on their faces. Those who wanted to escape—and had the funds to do so—had already evacuated. Others had no means to leave. There were some who looked bloodied and bruised, and Ty suspected they had tried to escape the city on foot, maybe even going into the jungle, where it would’ve been difficult to do so—maybe even impossible if the Dragon Touched monitored it the way Bingham had suggested.

      Then there were others who seemed as if they had chosen to stay.

      The faithful.

      There were a surprising number of them—people who didn’t seem bothered by Ishantil’s trembling, who didn’t seem worried about the possibility of its impending explosion of lava that could spew down and destroy the entirety of the city. They looked at Ishantil with reverence. Ty had made a point of avoiding them altogether. The longer he stayed in the city, though, the more it looked as if he were one of them.

      He tested Bingham’s door. It was locked, and though he still had his lock pick set—Gayal and his captors hadn’t taken it from him, likely because it would’ve done him no good in his cell—he couldn’t get into Bingham’s home. The protections were too stout. He made his way along the street, turning down the alley, and slipped to the locked back door, which he also tried picking open.

      Ty straightened, stuffing the lock pick set back into his pocket and surveying the alley. He wasn’t going to be able to get to Bingham.

      What about Olivia?

      As much as it pained him, he did want to know what happened to her. She didn’t deserve captivity any more than the rest of them. And for that matter, he did want to know if she had managed to get out of the palace grounds before he and Eastley had gotten captured. He knew she wouldn’t have been able to talk her way out of her own capture—or flirt, or seduce, or use any other technique that Bingham had taught her to get out of it. She would’ve been held in prison no differently than Ty and Eastley.

      But Gayal and Roson James had not mentioned her.

      Which suggested she had gotten away.

      That should reassure him. And if he knew Olivia better, he could go to her and ask about the details, find out whether she was in any danger, but he didn’t even know where she lived.

      It was one more thing she’d kept from him.

      A business transaction.

      That was what she had called it.

      It hurt more now than it should have. Then again, when had he ever really been able to trust somebody in the city? The last time had been his parents before they had gone. Ever since then, he had been on his own. He had tried trusting his brother, but Albion had been so devoted to the priesthood that he hadn’t been able to offer Ty anything. Maggie had tried to earn his trust, but she wasn’t willing to disrupt her business on his behalf, regardless of how much she wanted to help him. Bingham had brought him in—his ties to Ty’s mother were enough to convince Bingham to pull Ty into his line of work—but it wasn’t as if Bingham cared about him. Eastley was something of a friend, but also a competitor. And Olivia had made him think that he might finally have somebody he could trust.

      Of course she would make him feel that way. She was skilled at what she did.

      He breathed out. Three days.

      He wasn’t even sure where to start. How could he find the egg in the city?

      He could run. He had given quite a bit of thought to that after Gayal had made the agreement with him, leaving him in the cell, as if to contemplate his decision, but in that time, he had not actually come to a decision. It should be a simple one. Save himself. But Eastley was captured because of him. They might not be the best of friends, but he was something of a friend. And Ty wasn’t about to leave somebody behind the way he had been left behind.

      Three days.

      That thought continued to stick with him.

      He made his way toward his home. It wasn’t much. It was small, mostly because he had wanted to hoard any extra wealth he had managed to accrue while in the city, but he had wanted something nice for himself. It was his way of allowing himself a certain luxury. He hadn’t been able to afford anything in the newer section of the city, so he’d bought a small home in one of the older sections, where the buildings were made out of old lava rock. It made them almost impenetrable, which benefited Ty to a certain extent.

      Gayal had come to his home.

      She had taken his coin. He didn’t know if she had secured all of it, but he knew she had taken some. He had made a point of staggering them throughout the baseboards of his home, trying to conceal them. If somebody found one pocket of coins, they hopefully wouldn’t find others.

      He wandered around until he reached his neighborhood. Surprisingly, he smelled the aroma of food from a bakery and nearby tavern, suggesting that people had not yet abandoned this part of the city. Maybe they were some of the faithful who believed the Flame would provide, much like Albion did.

      When Ishantil trembled again, Ty snorted at the thought. The Flame was not going to provide anything other than a brutal, flaming death. As he approached his home, he watched the street, trying to determine whether there would be anybody following him. He hadn’t seen anything as he made his way through the city, so he didn’t think he had been followed, but he wouldn’t have been terribly surprised if he had been.

      His home was tucked in against neighboring buildings, and he had gotten to know some of his neighbors well enough that he worried about them. He thought of Henry and Mary, an older couple who lived next door and had been kindly to him, even sharing a meal with him from time to time, thinking he needed a helping hand. He hadn’t the heart to tell them he had more than enough money to afford his home and any food he might want, along with the luxury of the wine he often brought back to his home. He had shared that meal. There were others along the street like Henry and Mary, people who had lived in the city for their entire lives, and all of them were genuine, warm people.

      His own door was faded brown, long overdue for repainting. Most of his neighbors made a point of keeping up their houses, and Ty knew he should do a better job of it, but he thought there was a benefit in keeping his home looking a little more rundown than the others. The door was closed, and he supposed he should thank Gayal for not leaving it open.

      He stepped inside.

      It was dark. He picked his way toward the table near the door, finding his lantern and getting it glowing softly. His normally neat home was in disarray. Tables were upended, chairs were lying on their sides, and the cupboards had been opened, their contents dropped to the ground. Pots lay in a pile. Pottery had shattered.

      He sighed. It would take him a long time to clean all of this up.

      He started laughing. He knew it was a sign of madness, but here he was, with Ishantil about to explode, and he was thinking about cleaning up so he could stay?

      Gayal—and likely the king’s men she’d brought with her—had no qualms about destroying everything in his home. Then again, this was his home. Maybe picking it up would help him think. Find the egg. Get Eastley. Learn what Gayal might be able to tell him about his parents. Then get out of the city.

      He set to work picking up his home. He started with the tables and chairs, then moved to the cupboards, stacking items back in there. Several of his wine bottles had shattered on the ground, leaving stains that looked like blood, though if that was all that stained the floorboards, then so be it. He swept up as much as he could, then started laughing again.

      What am I doing?

      That thought persisted. He kept trying to get back into a routine, but why?

      He went to the back room, which he had feared doing—maybe it was more avoidance, rather than anything else, that had kept him from coming back here. Having seen what Gayal had taken, he knew what he would find, at least in part. He feared how much she would’ve uncovered.

      One of the floorboards had been pried up, and he could see that it rested at a strange angle. That must’ve been the one that Gayal had found. That would’ve been mostly silvers.

      He moved to one of the corners. Sliding his hand carefully along the edge, he propped up the floorboard. Reaching inside, he found a stack of coins. Ty breathed out in relief. They hadn’t found all of it. He made his way around the home, checking each of the floorboards under which he had stacked money, and in each section, he found the coins he’d hidden.

      As far as he could tell, Gayal had only taken a dozen or so silvers. That wasn’t enough to make a huge difference. He probably should have converted those to gold a long time ago, anyway, but had not.

      Ty took a moment to place the coins back in their hiding spots and smooth out the floorboards, then he headed out to the main part of the house. He should gather his coins, but not yet. He would take them when he finally departed the city. They would be part of his collection to restart.

      Three days.

      The thought made it difficult for him to focus on anything else. It was all he could do to keep it from overwhelming him.

      He looked around his home. He wouldn’t have much longer here. He pulled open the door, looking up at Ishantil and watching the glowing light in the darkness. He allowed himself a few moments of desperation, a few moments of worry, thinking he might not find the egg after all, but he would give it all he could.

      As much as he hated to admit it, the smart move would be to simply leave. And he could. He trusted himself in the jungle, and suspected he would be able to slip past any Dragon Touched who might try to keep him from escaping.

      The challenge was whether he could live with himself if he were to do so.

      Ty didn’t think he could.

      Eastley depended on him. He pushed away the fear, the thoughts of panic, and made a decision: it was time to get to work.
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      Ty leaned against the outside of Bingham’s shop. It was early morning and he was still tired, so he found himself drifting in and out while he lingered, determined to find Bingham. It was possible that Bingham had already left the city, but Ty suspected he had not. He had peeked into the windows, noticing the obsidian sculptures—both fake and real—were still there, on display. Ty would have expected Bingham to bring those with him if he had gone anywhere, as he prized them almost as much as Ty’s mother had.

      He had been there for the better part of an hour and had told himself he would wait until dawn before going anywhere else. Anything later than that meant he might not find Bingham, and it might be too late for any answer he wanted. He would have to begin working on his own. Ty had contacts in the city, or he had them, but with everything that had been going on—all of the explosions and eruptions—he no longer knew if his contacts would be reliable. It made it difficult for him to know who he could go to for help. Not only that, but having been captured and imprisoned for as long as he was, he no longer knew who remained.

      So he waited.

      If Bingham was still in the city, he would return. Ty believed that.

      He had no idea about Olivia.

      Maybe it would be better for her to have gone. Ty had little reason to doubt that she would have any difficulty getting out of the city. She could have easily flirted her way into one of those caravans.

      He remembered when he had first seen her. Bingham had introduced them a few years after Ty had started working with him. She was a new recruit. Ty was to help her as much as possible. He was younger then, barely more than a boy, and had been immediately taken by how attractive she was—her quick smile, the way the sunlight sparkled in her eyes, and her easy laugh.

      He had always liked her laugh.

      There was one night when he had been waiting for Bingham in the shop and Olivia had come in, surprising him. She looked so innocent and demure, which Ty learned was all part of her act. When she saw him, she frowned.

      Olivia tucked her red hair back, pressing it beneath her shirt. “I was supposed to meet him tonight. He told me we were going to… I suppose it doesn’t matter.”

      “What were you going to do?”

      “He told me not to share with anyone.”

      Ty smiled to himself, thinking that very typical of Bingham. He motioned to the inside of the shop. “You can come in and take a seat.”

      “If Bingham isn’t here, I’m not so sure I should.”

      “Why not?”

      Olivia twisted the fabric of her dress, looking down at the ground with her pale blue eyes. She really was pretty. “He wants me to be careful, especially with those who come to the shop.”

      “Even with me?” He wasn’t sure if Bingham had shared anything about him with Olivia, but he had been working with Bingham longer than most.

      She watched Ty for a moment. “Well…”

      He wouldn’t have any reason to pit Olivia against Ty, other than the fact that he might have wanted to make sure Olivia listened to him rather than to Ty. It would be one way to maintain his authority. It could also be a training technique. Only, when Ty had been learning from him, there had been no similar techniques. He had learned to trust others who worked with Bingham, and had no reason not to.

      “What does he have you working on these days?” Ty asked.

      “Ty—”

      “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to, but I can tell you what it was like for me when I was first started working with Bingham, if that would help you.” Ty had been a bit younger than Olivia when he had started. “He worked with me on all aspects of what he needed from me—picking locks, sneaking, and even reading people,” he said. “I learned to watch for certain signs that somebody might be looking to double-cross me.”

      “You think I am?”

      Ty shook his head. “I don’t think anything about you.”

      “You don’t,” Olivia said. She had a hard time concealing her disappointment.

      Ty smiled at her. “You’re going to have to do a better job at hiding your emotions, especially if you are going to continue working with Bingham. You’re like an open book. Your emotions flash across your face. When you take jobs, you need to be able to conceal them, or even better, make people believe you have a different emotion than you actually have. Coming across as neutral works most of the time, but sometimes you want people to believe you are feeling one way when you are feeling another.”

      “I thought the job involved breaking in and taking things.”

      “Most of the time, it does, but there are other aspects of the job,” Ty said. “When I first connected with Bingham, I had to travel through the city with him.”

      “He’s had me do the same,” Olivia said.

      Ty looked at her. Olivia was probably in her mid-teens and quite pretty with her red hair, round blue eyes, and full lips. Ty had seen how men reacted to her and knew Olivia would have an easier time than Ty at finding certain things. That was one of Bingham’s lessons. Use what the gods provided.

      “When he has you wandering with him, he wants you to watch the people around you. See how they react. See if you can influence their reactions.”

      “He told me to watch, but he didn’t tell me about the rest.”

      “He doesn’t want to tell you what to do. He wants you to come up with it on your own.”

      “It would be easier if he just told me what he wanted from me.”

      Ty smiled. “I thought the same thing.”

      “What else did he have you do?” she asked.

      “He let me sit in with him while he was bargaining. Sometimes in the shop, sometimes elsewhere for other things he was out purchasing, but always with the intention of trying to learn.”

      She leaned forward. Some of the nerves seemed to have faded, though not completely. “What did you learn?”

      “I learned Bingham rarely lost the upper hand.” Ty shook his head. Even in his own interactions with Bingham, Ty rarely got the best of him. There were only a few times when Bingham had overpaid, and most of the time, Ty had thought he did it as a favor to him, buying sculptures that were probably not worth nearly as much as he believed them to be, and occasionally purchasing one of the dragon remnants that had no warmth left in it, which suggested the power within it was spent. “Keep watching him, and eventually you’ll see that even Bingham has particular traits you can use.”

      “What are they?”

      Ty smiled. “If I told you, then I couldn’t use them.”

      “I’m not sure this is the right line of work for me anyway,” Olivia said.

      “It’s not for everybody,” Ty said.

      “How did you get caught up in it?”

      Ty took a deep breath. “I was young. My parents disappeared. We lived outside the city—”

      “Closer to the capital?”

      Ty regarded her for a moment before answering. “In the jungle,” he said.

      Olivia’s eyes widened. “I didn’t know anybody still lived in the jungle.”

      “Not many do,” Ty said. “There were only a few houses. My father had come from Lerena off to the east, my mother from…” Ty realized he didn’t exactly know where his mother had come from. Likely Zarinth, since she knew the area so well. “When we came to Zarinth, they wanted to better understand the way the people who lived here before had lived.”

      “Why?”

      Ty shook his head. “To be honest, I never really understood. My mother always said she didn’t really care for the city. We weren’t very far into the jungle, just at the edge, but close enough that I spent more time there than anywhere else.”

      “What happened to your parents?” she asked.

      “I never learned,” Ty said. “They just disappeared.”

      After waiting for them to return—and finding they didn’t—Ty had come to the city.

      He didn’t tell Olivia how difficult it had been for him.

      And she didn’t explain to him how she had ended up coming to Bingham. He hadn’t pushed, but it was the start of seeing her more often, something he had never minded.

      They hadn’t worked together regularly in those days—certainly not often enough to form any sort of friendship—but they sometimes did, and she would serve as a lookout on a job that Ty would pull, or she would be in Bingham’s shop when he returned to make a transaction, or he would encounter her in the street, almost as if she were waiting for him.

      Ty had thought there had been a connection between them. He had allowed himself to believe she liked him, to believe her smiles were more than part of the job.

      Ty never had to take any job that Bingham offered, but they usually paid better than those he found on his own, and Bingham soon had a job that Ty thought could use a second person. A merchant home, one on the southern edge of the city—far away from Ishantil, but a part of the city where they often operated, mostly because that was where the wealth congregated. Bingham had heard rumors that one of the merchants had made a trade for a dragon relic. Relics were always made out of obsidian, which was always more valuable to Bingham than the dragon remnants made out of bone.

      “The job should be easy,” Bingham had said. “Get inside and grab only the relic— nothing else. Otherwise, it will attract attention before we want it to. Then back out.”

      Ty had looked over to Olivia. She was a year or two younger than him, and she watched him, a hint of a smile on her face, but now there was more of an edge to her eyes. “I could use some help on the job,” he had said foolishly.

      Bingham had looked over to him. “I never knew you to need help.”

      And most of the time, Ty didn’t. He had proven himself skilled. A master at lock picking, silent as he moved, disappearing like a shadow. In fact, some liked to call him the Shadow Thief, though given everything he stole, at least most of the time, he preferred to call himself the dragon thief, but there was a true Dragon Thief, and he knew using that name would increase his risk of being targeted.

      “She needs experience, doesn’t she?” Ty asked.

      Bingham had said nothing, which Ty had taken for assent.

      So they had approached the merchant home in the quiet darkness of night. In this part of the city, so far removed from the excitement found around the temple and Ishantil, the days had more of a rhythm: busy during the day, quiet at night. There weren’t even that many taverns or cafés in this part of the city, which made it feel somewhat boring.

      “He hasn’t had me taking jobs like this yet,” Olivia said, her voice quiet. She seemed almost innocent.

      In fact, she had seemed innocent when he had first met her. That hadn’t really changed in the time he been working with her, encountering her with Bingham. Ty suspected Bingham had her training to pick locks and learning how to move quietly, lessons that Ty had during his first days with Bingham. Most of them had been picked up quickly, easily, and there had been a time when Ty had wondered why Bingham had bothered to teach anyone his tradecraft, especially if they might one day be able to use it and keep Bingham out of the loop, but it hadn’t taken him long to realize that they were the ones putting themselves into danger, and Bingham benefited from staying out of it. What did it matter how many he trained if he still reaped the benefit without any risk?

      Not only that, but Bingham had always had a limp for as long as Ty had known him. He may have even had one when Ty’s mother had known him, though he didn’t remember it quite that well.

      “It’s usually a matter of time before you take these sorts of jobs,” Ty said. “I had to push him, though I doubt you will have to push him quite as much as I did.”

      She looked at him as if she wasn’t sure what he meant, and Ty had shrugged.

      He wasn’t about to tell her the reason he thought that, partly because he didn’t want to offend her, and partly because he didn’t like to think of Bingham like that. He didn’t know how old he was, but with his wrinkled features, gray hair, and overall grouchy attitude, he couldn’t help but think he was several decades older than even Ty’s parents had been.

      Ty had paused in front of the merchant’s home, staying in the shadows. He and Olivia were dressed in black clothes, keeping themselves fully hidden, so he felt comfortable scoping out the home. He nodded across the street, motioning to one of the windows on the lower level. “That should be our easiest entry point. If Bingham is right, he’s going to keep the sculpture displayed. Most of these merchants do. They like to show off things like this.”

      “I thought the king valued the sculptures?”

      “He does, but he doesn’t know everything.”

      She looked around. “What about the Dragon Touched? Won’t they detect it?”

      There was always that danger. The Dragon Touched had the ability to sense when a dragon remnant was around, and certain dragon relics as well. Ty had never really learned to make the distinction between when they could and couldn’t, but he knew it was best to be careful.

      “Possibly,” he said, nodding. “It’s why we sell it as quickly as possible to Bingham. If we wait too long, there’s a possibility they can track it back to us.”

      Ty didn’t know Bingham’s connections, but he had some way of masking what he bought—at least, he seemed to. Either that, or he simply moved everything they stole faster than the Dragon Touched could track. That was more likely. Especially knowing what he did of Bingham.

      “On a job like this, you always have to scout for guards. Some of these merchants can pay for their own security, but not all,” he said, looking along the street and seeing nothing moving, but knowing he needed to take another look before advancing. “That said, enough of them have at least one or two men they use to patrol. They are privately funded, and tend to be a little more aggressive than the king’s soldiers.”

      “Why would they be more aggressive?” Olivia asked.

      “Because of the kind of work they do. If they have something stolen from under their noses, it means termination.” Ty had initially felt a bit bad about that part of the job—until he had seen another thief beaten and bloodied by one of the private security guards hired by the merchants in the eastern part of the city. After that, he hadn’t felt bad at all. There were other ways to make a living in the city, and even in Zarinth, so they didn’t have to stay here to remain employed.

      “Stay here,” Ty whispered. “I’m going to search the street, then we’re going in.”

      Olivia nodded.

      Ty moved along the street, watching for shadows and any signs of movement—anything at all that might indicate there was other security present—but found nothing. By the time he returned, he realized that Olivia was gone.

      There was a petite form moving in the merchant’s yard though.

      He darted forward, moving quickly. He had almost caught up to her just as she had shattered the window, the noise far too loud in the night, and stepped inside. He hurried after her. By that point, there were shadows moving in the yard. Two of them.

      Ty cursed under his breath, jumping into the window.

      “Olivia,” he hissed.

      She was standing in what looked to be some sort of den. There were bookshelves filled with books and a map plastered on one wall marking Zarinth, Lothinal bordering it, and the rest of the kingdom spreading off to the east. There were a few markings on the map, such as Ishantil, the fire fields, and other places of importance to the Flame. He doubted it mattered much to the merchant, as most of them didn’t follow the Flame that closely.

      She had grabbed a small sculpture off a table, holding it up and turning to him.

      “I got it,” she said.

      Even from here, Ty could tell it was a forgery. It might be large enough to look real, but that wasn’t what they were after.

      He glanced behind them and noticed the shadows moving. They didn’t have any time. “We have to get out of here,” he said. “In the future, you don’t break the window. You sneak inside.”

      She had ignored him, holding on to the statue.

      Ty hurriedly scanned the walls and shelves, then found a small sculpture, barely larger than his hand, shaped something like one of the small dragons the king often brought into the city to display—a threat to those who might be spying for Lothinal, and a reminder of the power of the kingdom. Not that they always needed that, as he also brought his Dragon Touched, and they were the real deterrent.

      He grabbed it, then pulled on her arm. She didn’t resist.

      The window was going to be the way out, but at this point, they would have to go through the home. If somebody woke up, though, they’d be forced to decide between capture and violence.

      A light appeared at one end of the home.

      Ty darted forward. He had scouted the home before taking the job, so he knew the layout. They would have to go to the back entrance, hope they could get into the alley, and from there…

      He heard a shout.

      Ty grabbed Olivia’s hand, pulled her with him, and darted toward the back door. They passed through the kitchen, a small entryway, then outside into the darkness.

      He saw a shadowy form racing toward them.

      He grabbed the statue Olivia had stolen and tossed it at the pursuer.

      It was heavy, heavier than it looked, but it wasn’t obsidian—or if it was, it wasn’t a true dragon relic, not like Bingham was after. He had a good aim. Hours spent playing darts, often with Eastley, had helped.

      “What are you doing?” Olivia’s eyes were wide, and he could see swirl of panic within them.

      “That’s a forgery,” he said.

      The guard paused to scoop up the sculpture, giving Ty and Olivia a chance to run. The wall surrounding the home was tall, but not so tall they couldn’t scale it. He grabbed her, pushed her up to the top of the wall, then started to climb.

      He had felt something on his leg, and he had kicked, losing a boot, but then tumbled over the edge of the wall, landing on the other side. He tore off his other boot. He wasn’t going to be able to run with just one. Besides, if Bingham paid what he should, then he wasn’t going to have any difficulty replacing these boots. And there was nothing unique about them. Nothing to identify him in particular.

      Ty pulled Olivia along the alley, and they raced to safety.

      Only once they had moved far from the merchant section—when Ty was convinced they didn’t have anybody trailing after them—did he slow down. His breath was heavy, hot, and he looked over to Olivia.

      “What were you thinking?” he asked her.

      “I was thinking I could do it myself.”

      He tamped down the irritation flaring inside of him. “This was my job. You came to help me.”

      “I know. I’m sorry. I was just thinking…” Her gaze drifted to the sculpture he still had clutched in his hand. He didn’t trust tucking it into a pocket while he was sprinting, and thought he might have to hide it someplace, then come back for it later. No sculpture was worth captivity if they came across a Dragon Touched. “Is that it?” she asked.

      “This is what we were after,” he said.

      “I expected it to be bigger.”

      Ty sighed. “Everybody thinks they can tell a fake from a true relic, but not many actually can. It takes time and understanding.” Then again, he had always managed to know the difference. It had come easily for him. “You can’t just break into a house like that. You have to do it with the right technique. You have to make sure when you go in that you are quiet, subtle, and leave no trace. They are going to know we were there.” Maybe they would think they were after the forgery, and had been forced to leave it behind. He frowned. “It’s possible they won’t come after us though. If they think that was the most valuable sculpture in the home…”

      “Will they?” She looked up at him, her eyes wide, a slight pouty curl to her lips.

      She was beautiful.

      “It’s possible,” he said. “The merchant had it on display, certainly thinking it was real, so he might not know which one was actually real.”

      But how had Bingham known that the merchant had a real sculpture?

      “I’m… I’m sorry, Ty. I wasn’t thinking.”

      Ty shook his head, but when she touched his arm, everything relaxed. He relaxed. It had been a long time since he’d had any real physical contact. He handed her the sculpture. “Take it. I’ll let you make the transaction with Bingham.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “You got us into the house,” Ty stated.

      She smiled at him—the same disarming smile he had seen from her every time he had run into her.

      She had taken the sculpture, but then took his hand and let him bring her back to his home. The next few hours were memorable for him—making him think about giving up the chase for his past, letting him think about a future for the first time in what seemed like forever—but she had quickly gotten dressed and her expression faded completely, changing into what he knew to be the real Olivia, then she had left him.

      And nothing since then.

      Ty pushed those thoughts out of his mind and stirred, realizing he had been drifting.

      Not just that, but there was somebody near him.

      “Olivia?” She had on a gray cloak and her hair was pulled back, hidden mostly beneath the hood, and he noticed the hint of a dagger strapped to her waist. She had a leather satchel with her, and she held her hand protectively against it.

      “What are you doing sleeping here?” she snapped.

      “Waiting for Bingham.”

      “He’s not back yet?”

      He swallowed, shaking his head. “He isn’t. You were captured?”

      “Do you care if I was?”

      “Yes. I didn’t want anything to happen to you,” he said, and he realized it was true. He didn’t want anything to happen to her.

      “I wasn’t captured,” she said carefully. “I saw soldiers moving through the gardens, and I tried to signal to the two of you, but it was too late. You were already inside the palace and had been there for the better part of several minutes, so…”

      Was that an act as well?

      “You did the right thing,” he said.

      “I did?” She looked up at him, frowning. “I would’ve expected you to be more upset.”

      “Well, I’m upset that both Eastley and I were captured, and that we weren’t able to find what we went after.”

      She glanced down at her satchel. “What was there?”

      “Not what we needed.”

      Her mask seemed to shatter. “Then we’re going to die here. Everyone,” she said, her voice a soft whisper.

      “What do you mean?” There was something in the way she said it that suggested she meant more than just their team. More than just Olivia. “I didn’t think you cared about anybody other than yourself.”

      “Is that really what you think of me?”

      “You used me.”

      “You let yourself be used,” she said softly. “And I had to. I thought…” She shook her head, looking away. “You wouldn’t understand.”

      “Why wouldn’t I understand?”

      She looked back at him, holding his gaze, a hint of defiance in her eyes. “I did what I had to. I thought I could be done with everything involving that statue, but Bingham… Well, I think he knew what happened. He always seems to know.” She breathed out slowly. “He paid me a fraction of what he would have paid you, I think.”

      Ty never learned how much she had gotten paid for the sculpture. He knew what Bingham would’ve paid him, and it would’ve been a reasonable amount. He would have been more than willing to share some of that with Olivia.

      “Why?” It was the only question he had, and one he wasn’t sure she would answer.

      “My father owed Bingham money,” Olivia said.

      Ty looked up at her. The darkness of night swirled around her, lingering around her face and giving her a haunted expression.

      “He wanted to repay Bingham, but Bingham didn’t give him much of a choice,” she continued.

      “He forced you to serve him?” That didn’t sound like his experience with Bingham at all.

      “No,” Olivia said, a hard edge coming to her voice. “He didn’t force me to serve, and I don’t think he forced my father to serve, but I do think he was trying to get what my father owed him so he gave him an assignment. I knew I needed to step in.”

      “I see,” Ty said. Bingham wasn’t tormenting Olivia’s father, but he was forcing him to steal.

      That was one of Bingham’s tactics Ty had been disappointed to learn about. He hadn’t forced Ty to do the same, but he hadn’t needed to. While Ty didn’t owe Bingham any money, with his parents gone, Ty was poor and needed money, and when Bingham suggested there was a way to provide him with it, Ty had practically leapt at the opportunity.

      “My father didn’t want to do it. He had trouble with the city already, and he feared that if he were to do it, he would end up getting drawn into something he wouldn’t be able to get out of.” Olivia closed her eyes, shaking her head. “I heard my parents arguing about it, and I came to Bingham to see if I could figure out a way to take care of my father’s debt.”

      “You came willingly?”

      Olivia nodded. “What choice was there? I didn’t want to see my father suffer.”

      “Did your father know what you did for him?”

      “I wouldn’t tell him. I can’t have him know that.”

      “What does he think you’re doing?” Ty asked.

      She held his gaze, a different defiance in her eyes now, but he thought he understood. “My father believes I was apprenticed to a seamstress.”

      “And your mother?”

      “I think my mother knows,” she said. “I tried to keep it from her, but I don’t know.”

      As much as he hated it, he actually understood her reason for using him. She had thought to pay off a debt. If he had the chance to help his parents, wouldn’t he? It was the reason he had taken up this line of work in the first place.

      He might not be able to trust Olivia fully, and he suspected that if there was an opportunity to betray him again to save her family, she would do it, but he understood her.

      “That’s why you’re still here?” Ty asked.

      “I have to get them and my sister out of the city,” she said. “I’m not going until I can. But now it seems like it’s going to be too late.”

      Ty took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “Maybe not.”

      “How? If the palace didn’t have anything we can use, how are we going to buy our way out of the city?”

      “Because I was offered a deal.”

      “What is it?”

      He started to answer just as he saw a shadowy figure making their way down the street. “I’ll tell you about it, but only once Bingham gets here.”
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      Ty straightened and looked along the street as Bingham made his way toward them. His gray hair was brushed back, and he was dressed casually in a dark blue cloak, one that almost gave him an air of respectability.

      Where had he been?

      Bingham watched Ty as he approached, then flicked his gaze to Olivia.

      “Why does he seem annoyed to see me?” Ty asked.

      “You aren’t used to that reaction?” Olivia responded.

      “Not from Bingham.”

      At least, not often, though he had dealt with Bingham’s irritation on more than one occasion.

      Bingham glanced in either direction along the street before he paused for a moment, then stopped. “Where have you been?”

      “It’s good to see you, too,” Ty said.

      “Olivia told me you got caught. If you were caught, you shouldn’t be here.”

      “Unless I made a deal,” Ty replied.

      Olivia looked over to him, her eyes widening.

      “Not like that,” Ty said. “I made a deal to find something.” He looked along the street. “Do we have to do this here, or can we go inside your shop? It might be easier.”

      Bingham motioned for them to follow. Ty frowned as they passed his shop and continued on the street.

      “What is it?” Ty asked, dropping his voice.

      “Just wanting to make sure I don’t draw any unnecessary attention,” Bingham said. “I have enough the way it is, and these days, you can’t be too careful.”

      “These days?” Ty asked, frowning at him again. He resisted the urge to look over, wondering what it was that bothered Bingham. The city was still unsettled, but it surprised him that Bingham would avoid going to his home. “I was the one who got caught,” Ty said.

      “Exactly,” Bingham replied. “Which is why I have to make sure it makes sense to go back.”

      “You don’t think I know how to keep track of any tail I might have? Eastley and I both did.”

      “I didn’t work with him as hard as I worked with you, so if they managed to get you…”

      Ty supposed he should take it is something of a compliment that Bingham thought it was surprising for Ty to have gotten caught; breaking into the palace hadn’t been the most difficult job he had done, but it certainly had exposed him more than others had.

      They turned a corner and started toward the center of the city before taking a narrow alley, Ty glancing behind before they ducked along it. It might be his imagination, but he could almost sense movement, a cloaked and hooded figure following them. If that was the Tecal, then they were going to need a different tactic.

      “I think she’s following us,” Ty said.

      Bingham had been right to be concerned, and it didn’t surprise Ty that Bingham’s instincts would be accurate about something like this. They usually were. It was part of the reason he had thought that Bingham had offered them the best chance of getting into the palace—and not only getting in, but getting out as well.

      “You know this person?” Bingham asked.

      They continued along the street. Ty paused every so often, looking behind him and watching for any sign of the shadowy cloak, anything that would suggest she was back there.

      “I think it’s the Tecal who released me,” Ty said, lowering his voice. “Gayal Holt.”

      Olivia frowned, keeping an eye on him, as if she didn’t trust him. Then again, he had been captured, so how would he react if the situation were reversed?

      He thought he understood why Bingham was taking this roundabout way, and why Olivia was here.

      Had they planned it?

      Ty wouldn’t be surprised to learn that Bingham had seen him watching his shop and had sent Olivia to scout him out, testing whether he could be trusted. It was exactly the kind of thing Bingham would do.

      “She let me go because she wanted me to find something,” Ty said again, glancing from Olivia to Bingham. “But not either of you. So if we’re going to do this, we can certainly do it here, or I can tell you back in your shop. Either way, I would much rather get away from her.” He didn’t like the idea of her following him. Not that he thought she might harm him. She had released him, after all, but the idea that she had such an easy time finding him in the city left him feeling strangely unsettled.

      Bingham glanced over to him, finally shaking his head. He tried to push past Ty, but the alley was too narrow. Ty pressed up against the wall to give him room, but Bingham remained motionless, trying to look past him.

      “We should move more quickly,” Bingham said.

      He slipped off, darting into the darkness, Bingham moving faster than he seemed capable of moving.

      They reached an intersecting street and turned, taking another alley and darting along it. Bingham began to wind through the city, weaving from place to place, cutting out of alleys and heading through streets before ducking down different alleys. Each turn he took brought them in a circle. He knew exactly where he was going.

      “There might be an easier way to do this,” Ty said.

      Ty slipped past him the next time an alley opened up into the street. He turned, squeezing down the next alley, and halted. He worked his hands and legs into the stone on either side of him and made his way up until he could get onto one of the rooftops. If Gayal was going to follow them up to the rooftops, it would make her far more visible, and he thought he could see her coming.

      He reached down, grabbing for both Bingham and Olivia. They climbed quickly, scurrying up the side of the stone, then crouched down next to him.

      “How is this better?” Olivia asked.

      He watched her for a moment, trying to hide the suspicion in his gaze. He noticed her own feeling of suspicion, as she did very little to hide it from him. “Just wait.”

      They crept to the front of the building, and Ty poked his head up just enough to look out over the street. They didn’t have to wait too long. A pair of soldiers swept along the street and looked down each alley, shining something. Dragon light. He lay there for a long moment until they were past. Bingham started to get up, but Ty held him down.

      “Not just yet,” Ty said.

      He kept his head down, staring along the street, and was finally rewarded with a flicker of black shadows moving in the night. The Tecal. He was sure of it. Ty nodded down the street, and Bingham leaned close.

      “Dangerous,” Bingham said. “Having the Dragon Touched in the city is bad enough, but this…”

      “I know,” Ty said.

      He watched until the shadows disappeared.

      When they were gone, he climbed down from the rooftop into the alley again, and helped Bingham and Olivia down as well. They waited along the street, and when Ty was certain there was nothing else moving, they hurried along to another intersecting alley, then to the back entrance of Bingham’s shop.

      “This is where you were heading, wasn’t it?” Ty asked.

      Bingham watched him. “If you end up having the Dragon Touched come to my shop and get me targeted…”

      “They don’t have any reason to come here.”

      “They didn’t, but are you so sure they don’t now?”

      “Not with Ishantil acting the way it is,” Ty said.

      “I don’t think they care that much about Ishantil,” Bingham responded.

      “More than you know. They admitted we don’t have much time. Three days. At least, that’s what the Tecal claimed. After that, she told me that she couldn’t guarantee how much time we had.”

      “Until what?”

      “Until the volcano erupts,” Ty said. “So I—we, if you’re willing to help—have a job to do to save Eastley.”

      Bingham watched him for a moment, a debate waging in his eyes. Finally, it seemed to end, and he unlocked the door, using several different keys, then pushed it open. He waited outside for Ty to go in first, then glanced behind him before hurriedly closing the door once more.

      The inside of the shop was darkened. The air was stale, almost still, reminding Ty of the prison for a moment. A lantern flickered briefly before glowing steadily with a soft white light.

      “Take a seat. You might as well,” Bingham said.

      Ty sat and looked over to Olivia, who was standing with her back up against the wall, watching him. Her lips were pressed together in a frown, and the hard edge to her eyes remained, as it often did these days.

      “I made a deal. The Tecal wants me to find something.”

      “That’s all we need to talk about,” Bingham said. “It seems to me that the Tecal wouldn’t want you to find anything. No real reason for it. Not saying you aren’t capable—we both know you are—it’s just that the Tecal have assets that you don’t.”

      “I know,” Ty said.

      “So if you know that, then you would know there’s nothing you can offer the Tecal, which means…” Bingham frowned. “Which means you wouldn’t have made it up.”

      Ty shook his head. “Nope. I wouldn’t have made this up.”

      “You believe him?” Olivia looked from Ty to Bingham, her frown deepening. “When you sent me to talk to him, to see what he might have heard, I thought that you—”

      “You can just ask me,” Ty said.

      Bingham shrugged. “We didn’t know. The city has been crazy. Caravans heading out, others coming in, many of these wagon drivers thinking they’re going to get rich here, but rich on what?” He shook his head. “Then the stories of those who can’t catch a ride on one of the wagons, who can’t bypass the safety and security of the soldiers or the Dragon Touched who are guarding them. They’re trying to work with the smugglers to get out of the city. Not much for them there. They make a run for it into the nearby hills, and the Dragon Touched chase them back.”

      “You thought it was going to be like that.”

      “We knew it was going to be like that, yes,” Bingham said. “But I didn’t know the people would make a run for Lothinal.” His voice trailed off. “Dumb bastards,” he muttered, shaking his head. “Now we have Lothinal thinking to attack. Anybody who gets close to the border gets targeted. I’ve heard rumors of hundreds of people slaughtered thinking to cross the border. Lothinal don’t want our stragglers, not if it means they can’t torment the king.”

      “I have a hard time thinking the king cares,” Ty said.

      “Maybe not,” Bingham said. “But Lothinal is more than happy to use our people to thumb their nose at him.”

      “Then the people staying…” Ty said.

      Bingham snorted. “The faithful.”

      “You don’t care much for them?”

      “I understand the faithful. Been around quite a few of them in my day. I think your brother is probably among them.”

      Ty nodded. “Unfortunately.”

      “They aren’t going anywhere. They believe the Flame will provide, and they will be protected from Ishantil.”

      Ty breathed out. “I don’t know if there will be any safety from Ishantil. The Tecal seems to think the eruption is imminent.”

      “Do you care to tell me what the two of you have in store?” Bingham asked.

      “I don’t have anything in store,” Ty said. “It’s more about what happened. Eastley and I encountered the Dragon Thief.” And a dragon, he hadn’t shared, but that didn’t matter—unless Roson James used the dragon to hunt the Dragon Thief.

      Olivia’s breath caught. She leaned forward, stepping away from the wall, clutching her dress in her hands.

      “Rumor,” Bingham said.

      “That’s what we thought too,” Ty said. “But apparently this is more than just a rumor.”

      “You saw him?” Bingham asked.

      “Saw him, knocked him out once, then Eastley did another number to him—conked him over the head and knocked him out again. He was going after a dragon egg.”

      Bingham stared at Ty.

      Olivia looked from Ty to Bingham. “No jewels? No gold? That’s the entire reason you went there—the entire reason you broke into the vault.”

      “There wasn’t anything like that. There were some dragon remnants and maybe a relic or two, but we didn’t even have a chance to look, really. The Dragon Thief got there ahead of us, which made it difficult. We had to move quickly and we grabbed what we could—a collection of remnants and the egg that the Dragon Thief had gone after—then made a run for it. We didn’t get very far.”

      “I hear you got out of the palace,” Bingham said.

      “Yes, but not any farther than that. I had the egg on me, but when I was put into my cell, they claimed it was gone.”

      “Do you think they were using you?”

      “I don’t even know,” Ty said. “To be honest, I might have lost it when we were running through the palace. I tripped at one point, and didn’t think I had lost anything, but I don’t even know.”

      “So, what?” Olivia asked. “You have to go after this egg?”

      Ty nodded. “They want it. Both the Tecal and the Dragon Touched.” He looked over to Bingham. “It’s Roson James. The Wyn Killer.”

      Bingham’s breath caught.

      “What is it? Who is that?” Olivia asked.

      “A dangerous man,” Bingham said. “When they brought the dragon here, I knew there was something more going on. It’s how I knew…” He shook his head.

      “It’s how you knew what?” Ty asked.

      “It’s how I knew there had to be something valuable from that expedition. I thought it was all dragon relics, which is typically what brings the attention of the king, especially with how many Dragon Touched he’s brought to the city. Occasionally, a large find of dragon remnants will also bring his attention, but those are usually to help the Dragon Touched. He brought a dragon to the city this time.” Bingham leaned forward, locking eyes with Ty. “That suggested there was something different here, but I never would’ve expected a dragon egg.”

      “Can he hatch it?” Olivia asked.

      “I don’t know. I suspect they intend to try.” Ty looked to Bingham. “And the Tecal made it sound like it’s a different kind of egg.” He waited to see how Bingham might react.

      “He’ll not have any more success than he’s had so far. He likes his little pets,” Bingham said. “They’re powerful, but he wants something he can control. I doubt the king wants a full-size dragon.” Bingham ran a hand through his hair, letting out a frustrated sigh. “Knew the dragon was here for a reason. Probably to protect the egg so the king could keep his prize intact.”

      “When I was there, I didn’t realize he’d found an egg. I thought he…” Ty shrugged. “I guess I didn’t really think much of it. I thought the dragons had eggs, and that was where he got them from.”

      “I don’t know,” Bingham said. “I’ve never known. I’ve never really cared. And at this point, the only thing that matters is that we now have a prize.” He looked over to Olivia. “That’s going to be our ticket.”

      Ty wasn’t sure about that, but his focus now was getting to Eastley, and getting out of the city somehow.

      “That’s going to be how we get Eastley out,” Ty said.

      “Does that matter so much to you?” Olivia asked.

      He looked over to her. “He was a part of the team,” Ty said. “Now he’s held by Roson James.”

      “Not your Tecal?”

      Ty arched a brow at him. “My Tecal?”

      “Whatever,” Bingham said. “Why do you think the Dragon Touched has him?”

      “Because she made that clear. She gave me time to find the egg and report it to her, and told me she would keep him from execution in the meantime. Once we find the egg, then Eastley will be released.”

      “Are you sure?” Bingham asked.

      “No. But I trust her more than I trust Roson James. He…” Ty hesitated. “He’s a dangerous man, Bingham.”

      Bingham watched him, a question in his eyes. Did he know Ty had made another bargain? That he had negotiated for something else?

      That was the real reason he cared.

      “How do we know the egg is even still in the city?” Olivia asked.

      Bingham didn’t look over to her when he answered. “There are too many Dragon Touched in the city. Too many along the road. And it’s too dangerous to go anywhere else.”

      “We’re talking about the Dragon Thief, right?” Olivia asked.

      Ty looked over. “We are,” he said.

      Olivia leaned forward. “Well, all of the rumors say that the Dragon Thief is able to break into any place, right? He’s able to go anywhere. What makes you think he can’t just slip away?”

      “I don’t know,” Ty said. “And I don’t know if we can know, but I’m hopeful that the number of Dragon Touched in the city means it would be too difficult for him to do that.”

      Finding the Dragon Thief was what he had planned on, the only thing he had planned on. If the Dragon Thief wasn’t in the city, Ty wasn’t going to be able to find him. They would not be able to do anything.

      He watched Bingham come to the same conclusion.

      “We won’t be able to find him,” Bingham said. “Not in three days. You’re talking about the Dragon Thief, somebody who has evaded the kingdom’s best people for the better part of a year or more. You’re talking about somebody who is better than us.”

      Ty sighed. Bingham wasn’t wrong, but Ty wasn’t about to admit defeat. He wanted to at least attempt his plan. “Eastley needs us to find the egg.”

      “If you think there’s someplace in the city you can look that would prevent the Dragon Touched from finding the egg, then we might have a chance. Otherwise, there’s no way we’re going to be able to find it.” He looked over to Ty. “I hate to say it, but Eastley might be stuck.”

      “Why do you hate to say it?” Olivia asked. “He would leave Ty.”

      “He might leave me, but I’m not leaving him,” Ty stated.

      He had no way of explaining that to her. This was a person who had used him. He understood why, even if he couldn’t trust her, but that didn’t make anything any better or easier. He wouldn’t be like that though.

      “So we need to find someplace that could be hidden from the Dragon Touched,” Ty said.

      Bingham shrugged. “That’s the only way this is going to work.”

      “But what could be hidden from the Dragon Touched?” And a dragon, though Ty didn’t know if there was any way for the dragon to track the egg.

      “They can detect relics and remnants—mostly remnants, but if the relics are powerful enough, they will be able to find them. And almost any remnant can be detected, unless it has been spent. You’re talking about a dragon egg. We’re assuming it’s still functional,” Bingham said, looking over to Ty. “Otherwise, they wouldn’t be after it. So you have a functional egg, you have the Dragon Touched, and you have no way to hide it in the city.”

      “Unless the thief masks the egg,” Ty said.

      “How would they mask it?” Olivia asked.

      Ty pulled out his dagger. “The paint conceals this.”

      “But you’re talking about something more than just a remnant. Something with real power. So unless the Dragon Thief has some way of hiding the egg where there’s already remnants and relics, they won’t be able to keep it in the city,” Olivia said.

      “Nowhere besides the palace has remnants and relics,” Bingham said.

      Ty snorted. “The temple.” Bingham looked over to him and knew he was right. “It’s the only other place in the city where there are a significant quantity of relics. Every time I went there when I was younger, I was reminded of that. My father always pointed them out, telling me which ones my mother would have loved.” Bingham’s eyes twitched slightly. “And not that it’s the way to fully determine this, but the Flame atop the temple was different.”

      “Different?” Bingham asked.

      “Brighter.” Ty was right and he knew it. The plan was logical, and it would work.

      “Where in the temple are these relics?” Olivia asked.

      Ty shrugged. “To be honest, I don’t know, but that’s where we have to go. We can look there, see if we can’t find the egg, and then…”

      Find the egg. Get Eastley. Get out of the city.

      Three days.

      He looked at Bingham. “I’m going to go looking for it whether or not you’re with me.”

      “You aren’t going to go alone,” Bingham muttered, shaking his head. “You’re risking putting yourself in danger. Besides, the plan to get into the palace was my idea. If anyone is to blame for what happened to Eastley, it’s me.”

      “I can help,” Olivia said. Ty looked over, and she shrugged. “I still need to be a part of this.”

      For her family?

      Did he believe that—or was there something else she was after?

      Ty took a deep breath. “We don’t have much time. So I don’t want to wait to make a run at this.”

      “We don’t wait. Let me gather some supplies, then we can go. Besides, it’s not like the temple is closed to us. With Ishantil doing what it has been, they’ve been welcoming celebrants of the Flame all hours of the day. It might actually offer us easier access,” Bingham said.

      “Not just us, but the Dragon Thief,” Ty said.

      “What happens if the Dragon Thief is there watching?” Olivia asked.

      “Then we had better be prepared,” Bingham said.

      That was another complication Ty hadn’t considered, but if the Dragon Thief was there, and had actually placed the egg inside the temple, it wasn’t just the Tecal or the Dragon Touched whom they had to be worried about. It was the priests—and Albion.

      Ishantil rumbled distantly, the ground trembling, as if the volcano wanted to remind him of his countdown.

      Three days.
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      It usually made Ty feel uncomfortable to approach the temple in the night. Partly because it was the Temple of the Flame and he didn’t necessarily celebrate the Flame the way the priests did, but also because he knew his line of work stood in contrast to the Flame.

      They had passed several caravans on their way to the temple. They were not nearly as frequent as they had been, though there were still soldiers and Dragon Touched guarding them, keeping tabs on the wagons, and preventing anyone who still wanted to get out of the city from doing so. One man they’d passed had been begging a merchant for passage, offering his belongings as collateral. There were many others who looked as if they would try to go by foot, with satchels he suspected were meant to pay passage to the smugglers who could get them through the jungle.

      Ishantil continued to tremble, threatening to erupt again, but so far there had been no sign of anything more. He suspected it was just a matter of time before there would be though.

      There was a part of him that remained uncertain about this plan. If the priests were involved in hiding the egg, and he wasn’t entirely sure if they were, shouldn’t his brother have made some comment about it? Not to Ty, he decided. His brother would keep that from him. Anything that might lead him to knowing what the priests were doing. Anything that might be tied to the Flame.

      Three days.

      Now, in fact, it was closer to two days, and he knew if he didn’t finish this in time, Eastley would be trapped when Ishantil finally did erupt.

      Bingham looked over to him. He seemed far more at ease with this than Ty did.

      “When was the last time you took a job yourself?” Ty asked.

      “It’s been awhile,” he admitted.

      “I’m surprised you were still here,” Ty said. “I figured you would have left.” Bingham frowned, and a troubled expression crossed his brow, one that left Ty wondering what more he wanted to say but didn’t. “Why did you stay?”

      “I don’t have any way out.”

      “That’s not true,” Ty said. “You didn’t even try to move anything from inside your shop. You would’ve had a way out. You stayed. Why?”

      Bingham slowed, and he looked over to Ty. “I couldn’t leave you behind. You lost too much.”

      “That’s your reason? Because you feel like you owe my mother something? You didn’t make it seem like you cared that much after I left working with Maeve.” Had he stayed with her, he would have a reputable position in the city, but wouldn’t have earned what he needed to go looking for his parents.

      “Because…” He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It does. I’m just trying to understand you and what you’ve been doing. Why didn’t you leave?”

      “Would it have been better for you if I had?” Bingham asked.

      Ty thought it would’ve been harder, in fact, but he would’ve had fewer questions if Bingham had left.

      “I know why Olivia is here,” Ty said, glancing over to her. “You forced her.”

      Bingham frowned. “Is that what she told you?”

      “She told me that you forced her father to take a job to repay his debts.”

      “I didn’t force either of them,” Bingham said.

      Ty looked back at Olivia. She was far enough away that she couldn’t hear their conversation. Here he had believed that line, that she had taken on the work with Bingham because she had wanted to help her family, but had that been a lie as well?

      Ty didn’t think so. He wanted to believe she had been telling him the truth, but maybe she hadn’t.

      They approached the temple. He could see the glow of the Flame above it, and could see the change—something was different. Ty had not been inside the temple to celebrate in so long that he wasn’t sure of himself at first, but now he believed he was right.

      “Which way do you propose we enter?” Bingham asked.

      “Let’s go through one of the priests’ entrances. We’re more likely to be noticed if we go through the main entrance of the temple.”

      “They have priests there at all hours,” Bingham stated.

      Ty nodded. The temple itself wouldn’t be locked—at least, not the main entrance—but they would be seen if they went in that way. They needed to slip in unseen, complete their mission, then escape again.

      Ty guided them around the outside of the temple to the priests’ entrance. From there, he looked around but didn’t see anyone else out on the street.

      It was surprisingly quiet, especially given what he had seen around the city, and how those who remained were likely faithful to the Flame.

      “We’re missing something,” Ty said. “Maybe the Dragon Thief is hiding here? Or maybe he just stashed the egg, but either way, it feels like there’s something I’m missing.”

      “There aren’t any patrols around here either,” Bingham said.

      Ty hadn’t paid any attention to that, but now that Bingham mentioned it, he realized he was right. There were no patrols. The king had issues with the priests, but maybe with the Flame and what was happening with Ishantil, they had steered clear?

      Ty didn’t know.

      “Or they’re still patrolling and we just don’t see them,” Olivia said.

      It was that possibility that troubled Ty more than anything else. He lingered with his hand on the door. Much like the temple itself, the door was warm, as if heated by some unnatural flame.

      He pulled the lock pick set out of the pack Bingham had provided and quickly went to work. It wasn’t a complicated lock. As a priests’ entrance, there was no reason for it to be complicated. When it came open with a soft click, he glanced over at Bingham before pulling the door open and stepping inside.

      Lanterns glowed in the distance.

      Strangely, this reminded him of when he had broken into the palace, how the lanterns had led his way. He thought about whether he might be able to dim these the same way he had dimmed the lanterns in the palace, but these weren’t dragon lights. They were traditional oil-based lanterns, and they burned with a flickering type of light.

      “You would think with how they celebrate the Flame, they would have some connection to Ishantil,” Bingham said.

      “I think they don’t care what burns,” Ty said. “Fire is fire.”

      “Let’s get this over with,” Bingham said. “If we can find the egg, we can plan our next move.”

      Ty glanced over, frowning. He already knew what the next moves needed to be: find Gayal, trade the egg for Eastley, then move on from there.

      But the way Bingham said it suggested that maybe he wasn’t sure about that.

      “Where are we going now that we’re inside?” Olivia asked.

      For the first time, she seemed uncertain.

      “The main part of the temple,” Ty said. “If the Dragon Thief is just hiding the egg, then it would have to be in the temple. He wouldn’t have any way of getting anywhere else inside here.”

      “Are you sure about that?” she asked.

      He looked over to Olivia. “My brother is a priest.”

      She frowned at him for a moment, then they started forward.

      They slipped along the hall, moving quietly and quickly. Every so often, Ty glanced back to look over at Bingham and still marveled at how quietly he navigated through here. He had remained completely silent as they traveled.

      Olivia kept pace with them and also stayed silent. It wasn’t that she wasn’t skilled—she had been skilled even when she had betrayed him—but it was more about her approach to certain jobs which could sometimes be clumsy. He supposed he should be thankful she was still here, working with them. It would help Eastley, though knowing her, there had to be some other reason for her assistance. It couldn’t just be for Eastley.

      Ty turned, and when he reached the main part of the temple, he paused there for a moment, looking into it. This part of the temple was enormous, several stories high with a curved ceiling. Lanterns burned all around the perimeter of the ceiling, with what appeared to be cascading, lava-like flames pouring down the walls that then disappeared into some hidden place.

      Ty had long ago tried to figure out what the priests did to create that image and decided that it was oil pouring from the ceiling down into the ground, and that it burned continuously. He couldn’t help but wonder just how much oil was necessary. It certainly wasn’t dragon magic, which burned in different ways and wasn’t nearly as continuous—at least, based on what he’d seen of it.

      Rows of short benches lined the inside of the temple for the parishioners to kneel upon, but there was nobody here other than a priest near the altar to the Flame.

      The altar was simple. It was elevated above the rest of the temple, and a trail of fire circled the entirety of it. An even larger flame rested in the middle of the altar and streaked upward, stretching with heat that Ty could feel pressing upon him. That flame burned the same as the others, although it burned almost entirely silently and was more brightly colored, with tinges of blue mixed in it. He could actually imagine that flame as some deity, though only when he was here. Other times, Ty had a hard time seeing the Flame as something to celebrate in worship, in stark contrast to his brother’s approach.

      Ty looked around at the rest of the sparsely decorated temple. There was not much here besides the fire pouring down the walls, the rows of benches, and the altar. And sculptures—enormous obsidian sculptures of dragons ringed the inside of the temple. This was the only other place where sculptures like these were permitted. The king had not confiscated these, though Ty wouldn’t have been surprised if he had tried. Still, the priests would’ve objected. The sculptures celebrated the Flame, just as the priests did.

      At the front of the temple, the Flame burned. It had a bluish quality to it that it hadn’t had before. Then again, the last time Ty had been to the temple had been several years ago. He might have visited Albion more recently, but he had not come in here to celebrate.

      “Stay here,” Bingham said. “I’m going to go get a closer look.”

      “It doesn’t have to be you,” Ty said.

      “I look less suspicious.”

      “He’s right,” Olivia said, looking over to Ty, as if she was actually trying to convince him. “Most of the people remaining in the city are older.”

      Ty frowned, but Bingham didn’t give him a chance to say anything else. He slipped off, sneaking around the interior of the temple and snaking around the walls.

      Ty watched as the priest bowed in celebration to the Flame. It was late enough, and there was no one else here. If they lingered here too long, either another priest or parishioners would come. There were some people who came only at night, feeling as if the draw of the Flame was more pronounced at nighttime.

      He watched the Flame burning in the center of the altar. He couldn’t deny there was something hypnotic about it, some sense of power emanating from it that left him feeling as if there could be something more to it, as if that power and that magic were real. He could imagine what his brother would say if he were to hear that.

      Bingham made his way around the inside of the temple. He went from statue to statue, running his hands along them. Ty wasn’t going to allow Bingham to be the only one who risked himself. He was the one who made the bargain with Gayal, so he thought he should slip forward as well, to help search for any answers.

      He crept forward, when Olivia grabbed his wrist.

      “What are you doing?”

      He wanted to pull away from her but he couldn’t shake the tingling on his skin as she touched him. The warmth. The feeling that he wanted her to touch him again. It had been her touch that had made him think there might be something more for him—an end to his loneliness.

      “I’m going to see what Bingham is looking at with those sculptures. Stay behind me, and stay quiet,” Ty said.

      “You didn’t like it when I stayed quiet,” she said.

      Ty turned away. She didn’t need to see that her comment still got to him.

      Why did she torment him like this for a business transaction?

      Bingham was still stopped by the sculptures. What was he investigating them for? Perhaps he knew or suspected something.

      Much like Ty’s mother, Bingham had also always had an interest in dragon relics. Even from a distance, Ty could tell these sculptures were actual relics—original ones, and not forgeries. Then again, this was the Temple of the Flame, so he wouldn’t expect them to have anything but originals.

      He reached the nearest of the dragon sculptures. Ty had seen them every time he’d come to the temple. They were impressive in their size, but they were not all that different from other dragon relics he had recovered over the years. He still had no idea how the sculptures had been created. They were exquisitely carved and crafted in ways that could not be replicated now.

      Whenever he had come to the temple before, parishioners had crowded around the sculptures. It was unusual to find them with no one around.

      Heat radiated from them, which wasn’t entirely surprising since that was the case with so many other things in the temple, but he didn’t know why he should feel that heat or what it meant. Bingham crept around the inside of the temple and stopped at each sculpture, running his hands along them, as if feeling for something.

      Ty studied the nearest of the sculptures while Olivia stayed behind him. He could practically feel her pressing in close, the heat of her body. He tried to ignore it, tried to tamp down the attraction he still felt for her, knowing she had only encouraged it and used him, but he couldn’t.

      When he looked at the sculpture like this, he could almost imagine what the dragons of old had been like—dragons that had once flown over these lands, calling the jungle itself their home. They were enormous, at least from the size of the remnants he had seen and recovered over the years. They were nothing like the small dragons the king kept, or the small dragon that had been in Zarinth. These sculptures depicted majestic, enormous, and powerful dragons, making him think they somehow still existed. Their bones were occasionally found around Zarinth.

      Would that be what the egg would hatch?

      Not if the ghost king got it back, according to Bingham. He wanted the small, controllable dragons, though based on what Ty had seen, he’d suspected this dragon would be far from that. He’d felt its heat and power when he was sneaking through the palace.

      The sculptures featured prominent wings; on the one nearest him, they wrapped around, as if creating a shield to protect the dragon. Massive talons stretched from the ends of each wing, and sharp, curved fangs reminded him of the tooth he had left on top of the building near his home.

      Ty felt drawn to it, and traced his hand along its warm surface. The warmth seemed to come from someplace at the sculpture’s center. Ty tried to shift position so he could look around the sculpture and get a better sense of it, but he couldn’t see anything else. Only that the sculpture had power to it.

      He looked over at Bingham, who had paused at another sculpture, studying it the same way he’d studied the others. He traced his hands around it, then waited a moment before moving on to the next. When he came back around, Bingham was gone.

      “Where did he go?” Olivia asked.

      Ty shook his head. “Bingham is too much like Eastley,” he whispered. “Eastley never pays attention on jobs, and always sort of wings it.”

      “I didn’t realize the two of you worked together.”

      “Not very often. And not for the same reason you and I don’t work together,” Ty said, frowning at her. “Eastley just tends to be a little too unpredictable for me. And—”

      “And you like working on your own.”

      He shrugged. “So what if I do?”

      “Then this must be killing you.”

      It wasn’t killing him, but it was hard for him. He had to find a way to let the others help him, but in this case, it wasn’t so much about helping him as it was about helping Eastley.

      Maybe if Bingham drew the priest off, it would give Ty a better opportunity to take a look himself.

      They should’ve talked about that; it would be a reasonable strategy. Bingham could distract the priest, give Ty a chance to explore, and buy them time to find answers without having to sneak through the temple. Bingham was respectable, so it would bring less attention, though at this time of night, it didn’t make that much difference.

      Ty moved on to the next sculpture, and much like the last, he felt the heat radiating from it. It seemed as if this dragon were watching him, as if there were something in the eyes that saw him. He touched the obsidian, running his hands along the smooth surface. Heat suddenly flashed, flaring up from deep within the sculpture, and Ty jerked his hand back.

      “What was that? You’re moving too fast. You’re going to get us caught,” Olivia stated.

      Ty ignored her and turned his attention back to the altar.

      It might be his imagination, but it seemed as if the Flame at the center of the altar burned a little brighter.

      Was the priest doing something to the sculptures? He traced his hand over the sculpture again. The heat within it remained, radiating outward and building in intensity. That’s different.

      This was even different from the obsidian sculptures he had claimed before.

      Ty continued to trace his hand along the obsidian. After a moment, he pulled his hand away and moved on to the next. This sculpture looked as if it were ready to attack. There was something about the way the dragon was perched, staring at him, that left him feeling uneasy. There was power in the sculpture, in the dragon it depicted, and there was something within the dragon’s posture that seemed as if it were preparing to leap forward in flight. It was terrifying.

      The artisan had been incredibly skilled. These days, there weren’t any artisans who could create anything similar out of obsidian. It was why these sculptures were so valued and revered by the king. He had wanted to know how to recreate them, but had never uncovered the key.

      Ty looked toward the altar. The priest was gone.

      Ty ducked behind the sculpture and steadied his breathing, looking around, trying to see if there was any sign of the priest, but he wasn’t there. Where had he gone? Where was Bingham, for that matter?

      Neither of them were there, which left him wondering if perhaps Bingham had drawn the priest off. Ty tried to peer around the dragon, when something caught his eye.

      A flash of color had grabbed his attention, standing out against the deep black of the obsidian. He reached for it, and when he did, he found a small shelf on the backside of the dragon, where a spherical orb rested.

      As he touched it, he realized what it was. A dragon pearl.

      Something like that might even be enough to buy passage out of the city. He had planned on convincing Gayal to help, but what if she didn’t? This pearl might be the difference between them remaining stuck in Zarinth while Ishantil erupted and finding a way to escape.

      It wasn’t what they were after, but it was something. He slipped it into his pocket. He might as well hide it for now. If he told Olivia about it, there was no telling what she might do.

      Where is Bingham?

      He glanced back at the other sculptures. How many of them had dragon pearls hidden inside?

      Maybe there was more of a prize here than he realized. If the egg wasn’t in the temple, Ty wasn’t above stealing from the priests. He wondered if Bingham would feel the same way.

      Ty crept forward, looking for signs of the priest. He still didn’t see him. The temple was empty. He slipped along the wall, and when he reached the next sculpture, he ducked behind it, grabbing the pearl he found there. This one was maroon, almost perfectly so, with stripes of black along the surface. It was warm like the other.

      Ty looked up then moved on.

      He went from sculpture to sculpture, collecting a dragon pearl from each one. He was careful as he went, trying to conceal his actions from Olivia and managing to slip them into his pocket without her seeming to notice. By the time he neared the altar, he had begun to move more openly, though he knew he shouldn’t. He had to stay careful, even though he was seemingly alone inside the temple.

      There was no sign of Bingham, no sign of the priest, and no sign of anyone else besides Olivia.

      Ty didn’t see any other sculptures near the altar, so he had to backtrack.

      When he had gone about halfway around the inside of the temple, two priests strode down the hall that he and Bingham had come in through. One of them was Albion. Ty tensed, staying near the wall and pressing his back up against it.

      He stared at his brother, willing him to not look in his direction. He and the other priest went to the altar where they knelt down, bowing in prayer.

      Ty breathed out and kept moving. They had to get out before Albion saw him.

      He tried not to think about how it now felt like he was stealing from his brother.

      Albion wanted to stay in the city, but with the pearls, Ty could bribe his way out.

      Olivia followed him as they crept around the perimeter of the temple. With these dragon pearls, they could not only buy their way out of the city, but Ty could also definitely set himself up after leaving Zarinth. Why had he never thought of taking from the temple before?

      Probably because Bingham had never sent him to the temple, but also because there was a part of him, as much as he tried to deny it, that hated the idea of stealing from here. Maybe that was his brother’s influence.

      There was noise from the far side of the temple.

      Ty looked over to see Bingham there, creeping toward them.

      The priests turned.

      Ty darted forward, reaching the next sculpture and grabbing the pearl quickly before racing forward and grabbing the next one, then finally heading toward the last. He heard Bingham talking loudly from the far side of the temple.

      What is he doing?

      As he reached the last of the sculptures, he ducked behind it, grabbing for the dragon pearl and stuffing it into his pocket with the others. The heat from them was enormous, radiating through him and leaving him feeling uncomfortable.

      Now it was time to go. He wanted to get out of there, to get away, and he wanted to get Bingham away from there as well.

      How was he going to do that?

      Maybe he didn’t need to.

      His brother and the other priest guided Bingham toward the temple’s main entrance. When they were moving past, Ty pushed Olivia back so they stayed hidden behind the statue, then Ty looked forward, toward the priests’ entrance.

      “Be ready,” Ty whispered.

      “Where are we going?” Olivia asked.

      “There,” he said, nodding toward the hallway.

      After Bingham and the priests had passed, Ty made sure that he had enough of a window, then he darted forward with Olivia.

      “Hey!” a voice shouted at them from behind.

      Ty resisted the urge to turn. It was his brother.

      “Keep moving,” he hissed at Olivia.

      He hoped his scarf and hood would keep him concealed. Olivia had on a gray cloak to help her blend in, but it could also draw attention to her, making her appear more like a thief.

      Ty tried not to think about that.

      When he reached the door, he threw it open and darted out into the night.

      They ran. It wasn’t until they were on the far side of the courtyard that he finally slowed, looking back. There was movement in the temple, priests appearing at the doors, but none of them attempted to step out onto the street.

      Ty patted his pocket. “We have to get moving. We can’t let them chase us.”

      He hadn’t found the egg. Worse, he didn’t have any ideas about how to find it, either.

      But he had the pearls.

      If it came down to escaping from the city or burning, he would use the pearls to get all of them out. He might even be able to trade with Gayal for Eastley.

      He looked back, but he didn’t see Bingham coming. Had he been caught by the priests? He hadn’t been doing anything illegal, so even if they had held him back, it was unlikely they would detain him for long.

      Ishantil trembled, as if trying to remind Ty of the time crunch they were dealing with. Not that he needed the reminder. They had two days. And in that time, he had no idea how he was going to find what he needed.

      “Where is Bingham?” Olivia asked, her voice hard.

      “I don’t know. Let’s head back to the shop and wait for him. He’ll join us later.” At least, Ty hoped he would.

      Olivia glanced over, frowning. She didn’t argue though, and he was thankful for that.

      He clutched the dragon pearls in his cloak, racing onward. He couldn’t go back to the shop yet. There was a stop he had to make first. Not just because he wanted to keep from drawing the attention of the Dragon Touched to Bingham’s shop, but because he wanted to keep the dragon pearls hidden until he knew whether they were going to have to use them.

      “Go ahead. I have something I need to do first,” Ty said.

      “Don’t you think about ditching me,” she said.

      He resisted the urge to make some comment about how it wasn’t him who had ditched her, but he only said, “I’m not thinking about ditching you. We’ll meet at Bingham’s shop. I’ll be there.”

      She frowned at him again, and he thought it interesting that she was worried about him being the one to abandon her, but didn’t say that either.

      Olivia darted off, slipping into the shadows and disappearing. He realized then that she really was skilled—far more so than he had given her credit for.

      It was everything else that had been an act.

      He waited by the temple for a few moments, hoping to see Bingham come out. When he didn’t, Ty let out a frustrated sigh and darted off into the night.
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      Ty’s street was quiet, and he made a point of sticking to the shadows, hurrying toward his home while checking for anybody who might be following him. He could’ve sworn there had been somebody after him at one point, but then that feeling had faded, leaving him thinking it was just his imagination. In this part of the city, there were no caravans readying for departure, no soldiers, and no Dragon Touched—nothing other than the empty streets. Plus, it was late enough that he didn’t expect anything else.

      Once he arrived at his home, he closed the door behind him and turned on the lantern with the dim light. He then hurried to his back room and began to carefully pry up floorboards, stuffing a single dragon pearl under each section. He moved around the room then back out into the main part of the home, keeping the dragon pearls separated until they were all hidden beneath the floorboards. He had hoped that keeping them separated like that would not draw the attention of the Dragon Touched.

      When he was finished, he wondered why he had even bothered to hide them. If he had to come back here quickly, he wouldn’t be able to gather the dragon pearls easily, but he wouldn’t be able to gather his coins easily, either.

      But he knew it was safer this way. He still had two days, and he was determined to use all of that time.

      There was a part of him that wondered whether he should have left when Maggie had offered him the opportunity. Then again, she had been offering him the opportunity to go with her for the better part of several years. Maybe if he had done that, he would’ve found something out about his parents before now. Maybe he would have found a way to start fresh.

      It took Ishantil nearly erupting for him to decide it was time to go.

      A knock came at his door, interrupting his thoughts, and everything went cold.

      Who would be knocking now?

      He paused in front of the door, pulling it open a crack, and the door snapped forward.

      “Dammit, Ty.” Bingham stepped forward and shoved the door closed behind him. “You disappeared. Why did you come back here?”

      Ty looked at the door, wondering if Bingham had been careful on his way back. He also wondered if Olivia had followed him. Thankfully he had managed to have time to get the pearls hidden.

      “You never came out of the temple,” Ty said.

      “Because your brother saw me. Couldn’t have him see you as I gave you a chance to grab it.”

      “Grab what?” Had Bingham known about the dragon pearls? He didn’t think so. He didn’t think Bingham had even seen him. But maybe he’d been wrong.

      “The egg. You didn’t see it?”

      The egg was there?

      “Where?” Ty asked.

      “Damn,” Bingham muttered. He started making a small circle around the kitchen, pacing around the table. His limp seemed more pronounced than it had been before. “I wasn’t sure if you were right. To be honest, I didn’t expect to find anything. Why would there be a dragon egg in the temple? But it does make sense. No Dragon Touched is going to be able to track anything in that place. There would be too much interference from the dragon relics.”

      “You saw it?”

      “In the Flame,” Bingham stated.

      Ty stared straight ahead. In the Flame?

      Ty had seen it burning, had seen the strange blue light and the energy that was there. He had known there was something there. There had to have been something there.

      “I’ve seen the Flame burning with strange colors before, but nothing like that. I didn’t know what to make of it. Went slipping along, thinking I would just get up to the altar, show my celebration of the Flame, then head away, but damn if you weren’t right.” Bingham shook his head. “They had it set inside the Flame.”

      “Why would they have it there?” Ty asked.

      Bingham shook his head again. “Normally, the Flame glows a vibrant orange. Not any other color. But tonight it was blue. I only noticed that after I went up there.”

      “I saw when we first went in,” Ty said.

      Bingham looked over, frowning. “I suppose you did.”

      “What did the egg look like?”

      “I thought you said you held it?” Bingham asked.

      “I did, but only before it was set into the Flame.”

      “That’s not going to do anything to it.”

      Ty realized he was being foolish—and he realized he was putting some belief into the Flame that he had never thought he would.

      “How are we going to get it out of there now?” Ty asked.

      “I don’t know. They put into the Flame, and now I have to wonder what happens if it hatches.”

      Ty started to laugh, but Bingham just glared at him.

      “It’s not going to hatch. The ghost king has a hard enough time hatching eggs, and he has access to far more resources than we do. I doubt that any temple Flame is going to make a difference. I still think the Dragon Thief put it there to hide it from the Dragon Touched,” Ty said.

      “He still has to get it out,” Bingham replied.

      He would, which meant the Dragon Thief was still around.

      “First the pearls, and now the egg,” Bingham muttered.

      Ty’s heart hammered briefly. “What about pearls?”

      “I suppose it doesn’t matter if I tell you now. We’re deep enough into this shit that it shouldn’t make a difference. I figured you would find pearls when you went into the vault. That’s why I made it clear that you needed to grab them if you found them. I heard from one of the archaeologists, who got a little too deep into their drink, that the expedition had found a clutch of dragon pearls. I didn’t know if that was true or not, but figured it wouldn’t hurt to look. The damn man assured me they were there—maybe a dozen of them, more than they’d ever found in one place before.”

      Ty flicked his gaze over to his back room door. There were, indeed, dragon pearls.

      More than that, Bingham had known.

      The dragon pearls must have been encircling the egg. But why?

      He wished the expedition site would’ve still been intact when he went up to look. He wished he would’ve had an opportunity to see what they had found, if only to know what all of it had looked like.

      A prize like the egg and the pearls had been there all this time, and no one had been the wiser. It had taken chance to reveal it to the world. Then again, the king had expeditions digging around the mountainside all the time. Mostly they came back empty-handed. This was the first find of any real significance that Ty had heard of—the first one that seemed as if it could truly be life-changing.

      And now he had the pearls.

      But what he needed was the egg.

      He could keep both. Gayal wouldn’t have to know he had found the pearls.

      Bingham was staring at the ground for a moment. “Were you hurt?” he asked.

      Ty blinked, pulling his gaze away from his back room, and tried to pay attention to what Bingham was going on about. “What do you mean?”

      Bingham pointed to the stain on Ty’s floor.

      “Wine,” Ty said, before motioning to the cupboard. “It’s from when they tossed my home.”

      Bingham pressed his lips together tightly, frowning. “Forgot about that. I guess I shouldn’t have though. Of course they would come through here, searching your home. It’s a damn good thing you don’t keep anything here. Well, other than wine.”

      Ty nodded slowly.

      “What about those bones you tried to sell me?” Bingham asked.

      “I tossed them in an alley. Dragon Touched were tracking me.”

      “Maybe that’s for the best. I know you would’ve been able to sell them eventually, but you wouldn’t want to give them any more of a reason to hold you.”

      Ty laughed softly. “Anything more than breaking into the palace? I’m pretty sure they had plenty of reason to hold me. A bundle of dragon bones stolen from the expedition wasn’t going to change that.”

      Bingham snorted. “I suppose so. Why don’t you head back to the shop with me? We can regroup and figure out how we’re going to get the egg. At least now we know where it is.”

      Ty nodded. “Maybe.” He looked up to Bingham. “We just had to find the egg. Nothing else. And now that we did, I can let the Tecal know where it is. We can get Eastley, then we can get moving.”

      Bingham regarded him for a moment. Ty could see he was thinking something else. He had known Bingham long enough to recognize that look.

      He wanted the egg.

      Not to exchange it for Eastley, not to escape, but for himself.

      Ty sighed.

      “Meet me back in my shop,” Bingham said. “We can talk about the next step. What else we might have to do.”

      Ty didn’t think there was anything else for them to do. He only needed to find Gayal, tell her where the egg was, then get Eastley so they could leave the city. They still had time.

      And with the dragon pearls, he thought they might be able to negotiate safe transport.

      “Go ahead of me. I’m going to make my own preparations here,” Ty said.

      Bingham stopped at the door. “Don’t take too long.”

      “Olivia will be waiting for you there,” Ty said.

      Bingham frowned. “You don’t have to sound like that when you mention her name.”

      Ty had been staring at the floor, looking at the wine stain. “How did I sound?”

      “I don’t know what happened between the two of you, and to be honest, I don’t really care to know. If she hurt you, so what? You’re a grown man. You choose to take these jobs, and you choose whatever consequences come with them. Anything that you and Olivia have done has been between two consenting adults.”

      Ty snorted. “I know.”

      “Well, we might need her over the next couple of days as we escape the city. Don’t go burning any bridges,” Bingham said.

      “I won’t.” Ty waved for Bingham to leave. “I need to gather a few things, then I’ll meet you back there.”

      When Bingham stepped out into the night, Ty remained transfixed for a few moments. He was tempted to go and gather his coins and the dragon pearls, even though he had just buried them, then find Gayal.

      Or he could find Gayal first.

      That was what he probably should do anyway.

      She had told him to find the egg, but she had not said he had to recover it. He didn’t need to be the one to break into the temple, steal it back, and return it to her—at least, he didn’t think so.

      All he wanted now was to get Eastley back and be done with all of this. He was finally ready to leave Zarinth.

      He looked around his home again before stepping out into the darkness and the shadows.

      How was he going to find Gayal?

      It meant going to the palace, he suspected, but if he did that, he was likely going to draw the attention of Roson James.

      But if he asked for Gayal specifically…

      He moved carefully along the street, making his way toward the palace. He had to pause at one point as he approached, steering clear of the caravan making its way along the street. It was late enough that he knew his presence outside would draw attention, and he needed to be careful. He was still a few streets over from the palace, and he found himself looking over at the temple, noticing the bright glowing light of the Flame atop it, wondering how many others had noticed the same slight change in color—and intensity—of the Flame that he had. Maybe none. Maybe it had only been him.

      The Dragon Touched guarding the caravan didn’t seem to pay any mind to the temple. They couldn’t detect anything, and no one else seemed to pay any attention to the Flame—not when Ishantil continued to tremble, producing an ongoing rumbling all around them and the occasional spurting of power as it exploded, threatening to erupt.

      When Ty started forward, he realized there was somebody trailing after him.

      It was a dark-cloaked figure, and he started smiling to himself. Gayal.

      She’d tailed him after releasing him, so he shouldn’t be surprised that she was still out there looking for him. Maybe he should even be relieved.

      Ty turned, making his way toward the palace, moving more slowly now. If she was coming after him, it would be so much easier. All he had to do was tell her where to find the egg, and he could be done with it.

      The figure approached, and Ty realized they were too large to be Gayal. When they started pulling the hood of their cloak back, he froze in place.

      “Roson James,” Ty said.

      Roson stopped across from him, flicking his gaze over to the palace then back to Ty. At night, it was easier to ignore the darkness in his eyes. This was the Killer of Wyn, after all. Ty suppressed the urge to shiver.

      “Are you going back to break in?” Roson asked.

      Ty ignored the comment. “You don’t seem surprised to see me out.”

      Roson frowned, the darkness in his eyes even deeper than before. “Do not make the mistake of thinking that I am not aware of the agreement she made with you.”

      “And what agreement is that?”

      “To bring the egg to her.” He took a step toward Ty, and Ty resisted the urge to step back. Roson seemed to glow softly, as if he were catching some firelight, or using the power of one of his dragon remnants. “I am fully aware of what you have done. And fully aware of what she has done. And I will have it first.”

      “I don’t have the egg,” Ty stated.

      “But I do have your friend. Think about that.” He managed to somehow make the word friend sound almost distasteful.

      “I am,” Ty said, wishing he could react differently. He had to be careful here. This was one of the king’s Dragon Touched, and Ty was attempting to undermine his power, so he knew Eastley was in danger.

      “You think you can trust her?” Roson asked.

      “I don’t think I can trust either of you,” Ty said.

      “Then perhaps you should trust the king. Trust those who actually serve the king, and know the danger of his wrath.”

      Did that mean Roson had actually seen the ghost king?

      There were rumors of the ghost king, rumors that spoke of him floating through his palace but never outside. As far as Ty knew, no one besides a select few groups had ever seen him. Only his servants. The Dragon Touched. The Tecal. It was almost enough for Ty to believe that the ghost king was little more than a myth. Maybe there was somebody else ruling.

      “I’m not trying to risk the wrath of the king,” Ty said carefully. “I’m doing what his Tecal asked. Maybe you should ask her about it.”

      Roson stepped back and tapped the side of his own face. There came a strange stirring deep within Ty, almost a burning sensation. It started to build, and Ty realized Roson was using his Dragon Touched magic on him.

      He had felt it before. It had held him. Burning.

      Ty feared what would happen if it came at him again. He feared the way that burning might consume him, and he feared what Roson might do to him.

      Gayal had warned Ty not to get caught. And here he was standing in the street with Roson James.

      Finally, the burning began to ease. “You don’t even understand what it is, do you?” Roson asked.

      “It’s a dragon egg,” Ty said. “And I’m sure the king wants to see it hatched, much like the other dragons he has hatched.”

      Would Roson tell him otherwise? Ty wasn’t sure, but Gayal had suggested that maybe the egg was different from the ghost king’s other dragons.

      Roson sneered at him. “You sound disappointed.”

      “I’ve seen the dragons,” Ty said.

      “And you are not impressed?”

      “They aren’t like the ancient dragons.”

      “That power has faded, thankfully,” Roson said. “Otherwise, the world would be a much more dangerous place. I can’t imagine that you would want to live in a world consumed by such terrors.”

      It seemed to Ty that Ty had to deal with enough terrors as it was. “Without that power, what would you have been?”

      “I would not be needed as I am now.”

      “I’m sure you would find a way to make yourself useful,” Ty stated.

      He had to be careful here. He was antagonizing one of the king’s Dragon Touched. What was he thinking?

      He was thinking that he was not going to help Roson James.

      He wasn’t even sure if he could help Gayal, but at least she had made an agreement with him. She had promised to help Eastley. He wasn’t sure if Roson would do that.

      But it was more than that.

      It had to do with Ty’s parents—with the promise Gayal had made about helping him find information about them.

      And all he had to do now was find her.

      That seemed easy enough—at least, it should be easy enough.

      He could practically feel Roson’s gaze on him, the heat burning from it, the energy of his Dragon Touched magic pressing out from him.

      “I will have the egg. You may have your friend,” Roson said, once again practically spitting the word friend. “In exchange for the egg, I will see to it personally that he is released.”

      “Why?” Ty asked.

      “Because the king demands it of me. And because your Tecal has already departed. She fears the volcano.” He laughed, his voice sounding dark, drifting off into the night, and Ty suppressed a shiver. “Though perhaps for good reason. It will erupt soon. And you had better hope I have the egg in time; otherwise, your friend will find himself caught beneath the coming fire.”

      There was another surge of darkness from him, and Ty couldn’t help but feel as if Roson was not telling him the whole truth.

      “I don’t have it, but I will make sure I tell you the moment I do,” Ty said.

      “All you must do is ask for me at the palace. They’ll know to send for me when you come.”

      Roson strode away, heading toward the palace, and Ty stared after him.

      Ty wanted to think he could get word to Gayal, but there would be no way. Not any longer. Not if Roson was already aware of the deal he had made with her. It meant he had to find her another way. He wasn’t sure what that would take. Maybe looking through the city, wandering, trying to find some other strategy, but how?

      He didn’t know, yet he kept coming back to the harrowing truth: he had two days.

      Regardless of what Roson claimed, Ty didn’t believe Gayal had already left the city.

      He would wander through the streets until he had an opportunity to find her.

      He turned his attention back to the temple. He would watch it and make sure no one moved the egg in the meantime. And he would find Gayal, save Eastley, and get out of the city before Ishantil destroyed it.
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      The street was darkened as Ty stared along it. His mind raced, trying to work through different scenarios. He hadn’t been willing to return home in the hope that he could find Gayal, but he was starting to question if he would actually even be able to.

      A distant part of his mind kept telling him that he had the dragon pearls, which meant he had enough wealth to escape the city, get to freedom, and start fresh. It was the part of him that suggested he go and not worry about Eastley, that he simply run.

      But that meant abandoning him.

      Ty didn’t know what Eastley had here in the city. He didn’t know if he had family or friends other than the people he worked with. Eastley was a colleague and a competitor, but not a true friend.

      Ty just couldn’t force himself to leave him behind though.

      Bingham would probably be worrying about Ty now, wondering where he had gone and why he hadn’t joined them in the shop to continue planning, but Ty was determined to find Gayal, tell her about the egg, and be done with this. It was time.

      Shadows drifted around the street, moving as if a thing alive, and Ty stared into the distance, focusing on the palace. Ty wanted nothing more than for all of this to be over, and to no longer have to fear the Dragon Touched—or the king’s Tecal—chasing him.

      And not just chasing him, but chasing those he had some affection for. They were doing it intentionally, trying to force him into service, and he didn’t care for that. He turned a corner and was nearly ready to return to his home and get some sleep when a shadowy form appeared before him.

      Ty darted back, reaching for the dragon-bone dagger, then stopped.

      He recognized the strange, swirling movement of the cloak, and stared at Gayal. “Did you sneak up on me to surprise me?” Ty asked.

      “You shouldn’t be out so late,” she said, pulling back the hood of her cloak.

      “I can be out wandering, can’t I?”

      She swept her gaze around, tipping her head back slightly, as if sniffing at the air. There was something unpleasant about the way she did it, almost animal-like. Then again, she was the king’s Tecal, and she probably did have something animal-like about her.

      She also had a terrifying beauty, apparent even in the darkness. Ty wasn’t sure how to proceed, and as he had been hoping to find her, practically waiting for her, he had thought he would immediately tell her about the egg in the temple, but something made him hesitate. It was his only bargaining chip at this point. He needed Eastley, then he could tell her about the egg.

      “I was out for a walk,” Ty said, turning and smiling at her. He tried to be charming, disarming, but he wasn’t sure he managed that quite as well as Eastley did. He certainly didn’t manage to flirt nearly as well as Olivia did.

      “A strange use of time, isn’t it?” She glanced behind her, her gaze lingering briefly on the palace, and she tilted her head, sniffing briefly, before glancing up to Ishantil. “I believe we are down to only a few days remaining.”

      He nodded. He knew that, and he knew he shouldn’t challenge her on this.

      “The Dragon Thief was the one who had gone after the egg,” Ty said.

      She turned and looked at him.

      Ty looked over to the temple. It was something that had been bothering him, though he hadn’t really known how to put words to it quite yet. “We only went in for gold and jewels.” And Bingham may even have sent them in for the dragon pearls. “But I think the Dragon Thief knew the egg was there.”

      “It is possible,” she said.

      “How many on the expedition knew about it?”

      “Only two archaeologists.”

      “And where are they?”

      She smiled tightly. “That information is not part of the terms of this agreement, Tydornen.”

      Someone must have given up his full name.

      “I’m just trying to understand how the Dragon Thief learned of it. If only the archaeologists knew…”

      “One of them died,” she said. “An unfortunate accident, and the other returned to Carn shortly after the find.”

      “Any guards?” Ty asked.

      “No.”

      “How many Dragon Touched?”

      “Only Roson James.”

      “Which is why you want to find the egg before him. You don’t know who he shared that information with.”

      She tipped her head. “Very good.”

      “But somehow, he heard about it from either a dead man, or a man who returned to the capital.”

      She nodded.

      There was something that he wasn’t quite getting.

      “How do the priests feel about the expedition?” Ty asked.

      She looked over to him, and the shadows moved around her. They seemed almost alive, which he knew was only his imagination. “I am not sure that it matters what they feel.”

      “I’m sure the priests feel differently. I’m just curious to know how they feel about the find. They believe the dragon relics are sacred.”

      “Relics, but not remnants.”

      “It’s a fine line of distinction. How many relics were found versus remnants?”

      She was silent.

      Increasingly, he started to wonder if perhaps this was less about finding the egg, and more about some issue between the king and the priests.

      The Priests of the Flame had a strained relationship with the king. They had their own sort of power, and they often viewed themselves as not beholden to the king’s rule. It was one of the few weaknesses the ghost king had.

      “So you have an egg but there were dragon bones that you aren’t terribly concerned about, and I hear there were dragon pearls…” Ty said.

      She turned, sniffing at the air again. “Not many have heard about the dragon pearls.”

      “Not many have the same resources that I do.”

      She smiled at him. “For someone who was found with the Dragon Thief but claims not to work with him, you have more information than I would have expected.”

      “Consider me well-connected,” Ty stated.

      “I do,” she said. “That’s why I made the agreement with you.”

      He regarded her for a moment, trying to figure out how to make the best bargain here. He knew where to find the egg. That was valuable. Now all he had to do was trade that for Eastley. “Is it true that the dragon pearls were found around the egg?”

      “Your contact told you that?” she asked.

      “My contact told me that the pearls were found around something. They didn’t say what.” Bingham didn’t know, but they both probably suspected the same thing. And if the pearls were around the egg, it seemed significant, for some reason.

      But were they the same pearls that had been in the temple?

      If the priests had both the pearls and the egg, it opened up a different set of dangers that he hadn’t fully considered yet.

      She turned back to him. “What you’ve heard is correct. The pearls surrounded the egg. It’s interesting that you know about them.”

      “Why?” Ty asked.

      “Because they have gone missing as well.”

      He tried to keep his face neutral. The pearls that he found must be the same ones, then. That couldn’t be a coincidence. Somebody had taken the egg and put it in the Flame at the temple, and they had taken the pearls that had been found around the egg and stationed them around the inside of the temple?

      Possibilities now shifted. Stories he’d heard, rumors, of the Dragon Thief came to him—rumors of valuable relics stolen.

      Who else wanted relics other than the priests?

      If the Dragon Thief were working on behalf of the priests, why would they leave the relics at the temple with Ishantil threatening to erupt? It seemed a mistake. If Ishantil did fully erupt, both the egg and the pearls would be lost. There were other temples that could be served by both.

      “So the Dragon Thief stole both,” Ty said.

      “Why don’t you tell me?” she asked.

      “I thought I had the egg on me when you captured me,” he said. “We didn’t find any pearls. I don’t know how we lost the egg.” He wondered if it had fallen out of his pocket when he had stumbled, though that seemed unlikely. It would’ve been loud. “I don’t know anything about the Dragon Thief other than rumors.”

      She frowned at him, and her cloak seemed to flutter, though there wasn’t much of a breeze. “I have also heard rumors, though lately they have been around the outskirts of the kingdom. The Dragon Thief finding his way through the kingdom, sneaking in under the cover of night, stealing from the king himself. I have visited many places where I have heard these rumors.”

      “You travel around the edge of the kingdom often?” Ty asked.

      “I am the king’s Tecal. I travel where he tells me.”

      “Just because he tells you, or do you do it for any other reason?”

      Gayal stared at him. “What are you getting at?”

      “I’m just trying to understand you a little bit. How do you become a Tecal?”

      Her gaze hardened and the shadows that flowed around her seemed to solidify for a moment. It seemed as if there was something controlling them.

      “I was chosen when I was young,” she said softly. “It is considered a great honor.”

      “What happened?”

      He was genuinely curious, and he doubted that he would have another time when he could learn much about the king’s Tecal. With the Dragon Touched, he had at least a passing idea about how they were connected to the king and the kingdom, and suspected it was all tied to their ability to use the dragon remnants and draw upon the power of the dragons. It was a rare gift—one that few people had. When it manifested, Ty could easily imagine the king calling those people to him to ensure they served.

      Tecal were something else though.

      They didn’t have any natural magic—at least, not that he knew about. From what he had seen of Gayal, though, he wondered whether that was even true. It seemed to him that she had some ability, something that was odd and off-putting, some way to detect something greater out in the world.

      The stories of the Tecal didn’t speak of any magic of their own, whereas everyone seemed to have their own story of what the Dragon Touched were capable of doing.

      “I was taken from my home, then brought to Durhold and trained, much like all of the Tecal before me,” she said.

      “How old were you?” Ty asked.

      “Young. Not all are able to serve as young as I did, but I showed promise early,” she said.

      “How early?”

      “I was five.”

      Ty frowned. Here he thought losing his parents at a young age had been difficult, but at least he had memories of both of them. Knowing that Gayal had been taken from her family at the age of five made him wonder just how strange and tormented her and her family’s lives were. He looked at Gayal in a different way now—almost with pity, though this wasn’t the kind of person who needed his pity.

      “What’s your training like?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “Do you have interest in becoming Tecal? Unfortunately, you are probably too old to be selected. There are exceptions, though they are rare.”

      “I imagine he makes exceptions if someone has potential.” Ty hoped that might prompt her to tell him something more about the Tecal, but she didn’t respond—just turned, sniffing at the air.

      “What happens if Roson finds the egg before you?” Ty asked.

      Gayal looked over to him. “What did he promise you?”

      “The same as you.”

      A dark smile crossed her face. “I doubt that.”

      “No. He didn’t promise to find things out about my parents, but he did promise to release Eastley before the volcano erupts.”

      “And you believe him?” she asked.

      That was the real challenge. Did he believe him?

      But he knew the answer already. There was no way he could believe Roson James. No way he could trust him. No way he would put Eastley’s safety on what Roson promised. He couldn’t.

      “I’m not sure if I can trust either of you,” Ty stated.

      She regarded him in her strange manner, staring for a long moment, before chuckling softly. “A wise choice.”

      He stared at the temple. If this was somehow tied to an issue between the priests and the king, his brother would end up caught up in it. He didn’t want that either. He wasn’t exactly sure what he wanted, but he knew he had to get Eastley to safety. Albion had shown no interest in leaving the city, and Ty wasn’t going to be responsible for him. He was his older brother, after all, and if he couldn’t see the danger of staying in the city, then there wasn’t going to be anything Ty could do to convince him.

      It might come down to just leading Gayal into the temple and showing her the egg. What would happen then?

      He didn’t have the answer to that. Not yet. And maybe he had to understand the dynamic between her and Roson James before he made that decision.

      Gayal continued to watch him, though he still couldn’t read the expression in her eyes, nothing other than a lingering edge of darkness.

      “You still haven’t told me why you want the egg before Roson does.”

      She considered him for a moment. “Roson James has been chasing the Dragon Thief for the better part of the year as his way of proving himself to the king. In that time, he has found nothing.”

      “I thought the Tecal were the king’s spies.”

      “That would be one way of putting it,” she said. “Perhaps indelicately, but not inaccurately. I have also looked.”

      “So this is a race between the two of you. Find the Dragon Thief before the other.” Ty started to smile. “Excuse me if I’m not at all interested in getting into a battle between the two of you.”

      “You aren’t. I only want the egg.”

      “And Roson?”

      “Oh, I suspect he will try to use it to draw out the Dragon Thief.”

      “Why would that work?”

      “Because the Dragon Thief has never failed when he has gone after a relic. We have chased the rumors of the Dragon Thief for an entire year. Rumors that have led us to places like Ferlinth, Isan, and Leth. Other places too, but Roson was closest to catching him in those cities, and I watched.”

      Something went cold within Ty. He had heard rumors, and he knew that the Dragon Thief went after remnants and relics, but why those specific places? Those were places he had recently heard Albion talk about. “What has he taken?” Ty asked.

      She regarded him, a hint of a smile spreading on her face. “So you can be inspired?”

      “Call it curiosity. All I’ve heard are the rumors.”

      “Dragon relics, and only valuable ones,” she said.

      “Any other eggs?”

      “Not that the king will acknowledge.”

      Ty jerked his head around, frowning at her. “Not that he will acknowledge? Does that mean there were other eggs?”

      Gayal held his gaze and repeated herself. “Not that he will acknowledge.”

      Ty thought about the dragon he had seen in the city, so similar to other dragons he had seen paraded through Zarinth before. That was what the king wanted?

      “All of this for a stunted dragon?” Ty asked, even though he knew this egg might be different.

      “Does it have to be stunted?”

      Was that her admission of the egg’s potential? “That’s what the king hatches,” Ty said. His dragons weren’t at all like the dragons of old. “And what about Roson? What will he get if he manages to find the egg before you? Is this all about proving who’s more valuable to the king? Some battle of Tecal versus Dragon Touched?” Ty started to laugh, but the hard expression in Gayal’s eyes told him that she didn’t find it amusing. But there was a part of him that thought he had hit it right on the head. “That is it.”

      “Perhaps,” she said softly.

      He glanced over to the temple before looking back at her. “What’s the prize?”

      “There is no prize.”

      “Then why work so hard?” Ty asked.

      “Because I serve the king and the kingdom.”

      “Doesn’t Roson serve him as well?”

      “I don’t know.”

      That was what it was about. Not about the egg or the Dragon Thief—at least, not entirely—but about whether Roson truly served the king. She was the king’s Tecal. She was his secret keeper, and she was looking for some secret about Roson.

      Ty wanted to smile, but Eastley was caught in the middle of this pettiness.

      “Would he release Eastley if I found the egg and gave it to him?” Ty asked.

      She looked at him, pulling her cloak around her. “Why him and not me?”

      “He’s the one who captured Eastley.”

      “You don’t think I can protect him.”

      “Maybe,” he said. “But it seems to me that both of you want the same thing, and I’m not sure I’m going to get what I want if you manage to find it—or if you manage to find it without me.”

      “I have given you my word.”

      “The word of one of the king’s Tecal. I’m not sure if I can trust that.”

      “Then you don’t know the Tecal,” she said, her voice quiet but firm.

      He snorted. “No. I don’t know the Tecal, but I know I want my colleague back, and I know I’m not with the Dragon Thief, but two of the king’s servants in the city are working to try to capture him, and must know that the Dragon Thief doesn’t have somebody else working with him. He watched her, noting she did not react to that. “And you knew it. You’re just using me. You’re just using Eastley.”

      She had no reaction to that either.

      “You have just over one day left,” she said, then started away.

      He should tell her about the egg, but he needed answers before he could reveal what he knew. And he figured he could find her again. Or she’d find him. Either way, he still had time before Ishantil erupted—and before Bingham did something stupid and went after the egg for himself.

      Ty knew what he should do, but how could he tell her that he thought he knew the identity of the Dragon Thief?
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      Ty was exhausted. He had spent much of the night trying to decide what he was going to do. He had found Gayal, and she had made it clear that she would have the egg, but so had Roson James. Now he knew where it was, but he wasn’t sure who to tell. He knew he needed to keep an eye on the temple, though; otherwise, he wasn’t sure if he would get the answers he wanted.

      Morning had broken as he crouched next to the temple, wanting to make sure Bingham didn’t go after the egg himself. That was the next issue he would have to deal with, though Ty thought he could work around that. He could delay him, if it came down to it—and he would, if it meant he would be able to get Eastley out.

      He looked up as a figure approached, coming straight toward him. He wasn’t surprised to see that it was Olivia. She had on her gray cloak with her hood down, revealing her red hair, and a deep, shadowy frown crossed her brow.

      “We thought you would have returned before now,” she said.

      Ty kept his gaze on the temple. “I wasn’t willing to leave. There’s an answer here, I’m sure of it, but I just don’t know what it is.”

      “The answer being that we get the egg and give it to your contact, then we get Eastley.”

      “Something like that,” he said.

      The Dragon Thief. The High Priest.

      Having faced the Dragon Thief, and seen the High Priest, he knew they had the same height and build. It just seemed so difficult to believe a priest could be a thief. Especially that thief.

      Those were the thoughts tumbling through his head.

      She grunted. “Just ‘something like that’?”

      He sighed. “I don’t know. I’m starting to question whether we’re going to get what we want here.”

      “What I want is to get my family out of the city.”

      Ty looked over to her as she crouched down next to him and glanced toward the temple. Was she going to stick with that story? Maybe it was the truth.

      He wasn’t even sure if that mattered anymore. With Olivia, anything she told him could be a lie, but it could also be true—or partially true.

      “We still have at least a day,” Ty said. After that…

      After that, he didn’t know. Gayal had made it clear that he had three days, and he had spent two of them already. This was supposedly the last day they had before Ishantil erupted. He suspected she had insight about the truth of the potential eruption—and whether there was a real danger—but he also knew they would need to get moving.

      Some part of him worried that even leaving wouldn’t be enough. How could it be? If the volcano erupted, there remained the very real possibility that they couldn’t outrun the flow of lava. The only advantage they might have was that the contour of the valley tended to slope up as it headed toward the rest of the kingdom. It would act like a bowl, but a bowl that trapped the lava, destroying all of Zarinth—and anyone who remained behind.

      Ishantil trembled.

      “I haven’t been to the temple this early in the morning in a long time,” Olivia said.

      Ty looked over to her. “Were you a regular attendee?”

      “Once,” she said. “Not lately.”

      “I don’t come to the temple at all these days. It’s too hard.”

      “Look at how many people are here,” Olivia said.

      Ty had noticed the same thing. There was a crowd forming, far more people than he had anticipated coming out, but then again, the people who had remained in the city were the devoted ones—the ones who believed the Flame would save them, protect them even, somehow keep them safe from Ishantil.

      The Flame provides.

      That was the motto of the church, what his brother had told him so many times that Ty had grown sick of hearing it, yet these people lived it.

      It wasn’t only them though—it was his brother too. As far as he could tell, Albion hadn’t left. He was still here, which meant he would go down with the temple.

      “If the goal is to get the egg, then we’re going to have to go in,” she said. “And I don’t know that waiting is going to make it any easier. It seems like there’s been more and more activity.”

      “My brother mentioned a celebration,” Ty said.

      “What sort of celebration?”

      He shrugged. “The call it the Asharlath Ceremony. He didn’t tell me when it was going to take place, only that I was welcome to be his guest. Maybe they’re going to celebrate as the city falls apart.”

      “Or maybe they believe they have some way of controlling the Flame,” she said.

      It was possible. In the past, they had believed they could control Ishantil’s trembling, claiming to have kept it from erupting over the years, but that didn’t make sense either.

      He would have to get to the egg and make sure Bingham didn’t go for it, but that was his secondary target inside the temple. He needed to get to Albion first. He had questions.

      After talking with Gayal, he had started to wonder about something that seemed almost impossible to believe, but everything fit.

      The places Albion had visited with the High Priest were the same places the Dragon Thief had targeted, and the egg was hidden in the temple. It made more sense than any other answer Ty had, but it still felt strange and surprising to him.

      “Why don’t we go inside and scope it out? If today is the ceremony, it might be busy the entire time. We’re going to need to figure out how to create a diversion so we can grab the egg,” Ty said.

      “Bingham was supposed to be coming by soon.”

      Of course he was. Ty had to be careful here. Olivia still worked for Bingham, and he didn’t trust that she’d help with what he needed. “That’s fine. I need to do something before we fully scope out the temple anyway.”

      She frowned at him, and he decided to withhold that from her as well. She had things she kept from him, so he would keep his own secrets.

      They approached together and Olivia looked over at him, a bit of a worried expression in her eyes. She seemed a bit more haunted than she had before Ty had been imprisoned, and Ty suddenly started to wonder whether he was making a mistake. Perhaps he should have left her behind and done this himself. He shook those thoughts away as they reached the temple and stepped inside.

      The inside of the temple was well lit, the flames along the walls giving it a bright, vibrant light along with a warmth. The Flame upon the altar blazed as well. Ty found his gaze drifting to the dragon sculptures circling the wall, wondering if there might be anything, any heat, radiating from them, or whether that was diminished because of the dragon pearls having been moved.

      He stood in place for a moment, getting jostled from behind as other parishioners entered the temple, making their way forward to kneel upon the benches. Ty just stared.

      He took a deep breath and approached the altar carefully, moving slowly as he looked around. He needed to see the altar. He hadn’t seen it close up before, and he hadn’t seen the egg that Bingham had claimed was there, but Ty needed to now. He needed to know.

      One of the priests blocked his way and Ty smiled at him, nodding politely, not knowing if he would draw attention. The priest glanced at him before allowing him to move past. Ty let out a soft sigh and hurried past him, preparing to kneel on the bench nearest the altar. He looked up, but couldn’t see any sign of the egg within the Flame, nor any blue color within it suggesting it might be there, but when he was there with Bingham, he hadn’t seen anything either. Maybe the egg wasn’t there.

      Before going to see Albion, he wanted to make sure the egg was there. Then he could go to Albion. He, Olivia, and Bingham could make their plan for grabbing it, then he would make whatever trade was necessary to get Eastley.

      And then get out.

      All without drawing the attention of the Dragon Thief.

      The priest took up a position at the altar and raised his hand. Flames shot into the air and he started to chant.

      The rising heat reminded him of the way Roson James had used and commanded the fire, though this was a little different. This was a celebration of the Flame. Maybe the Dragon Touched and the Priests of the Flame were more connected than he had realized. Perhaps they both controlled the same connection to the dragons and the Flame.

      He stared, studying the heat rising up into the air, studying the flames.

      The priests often claimed that by coming to the temple and celebrating the Flame, one could find faith in the Flame, but Ty had never been one to truly believe such a thing was possible. He had never believed there was any answer to be found by staring into the Flame, but as he looked, he saw it taking on shapes.

      Perhaps it was nothing more than his imagination, but he saw a hint of a dragon. It looked like a giant mouth opening, snarling, but then the flame twisted and extinguished, swallowing it.

      Ty smiled to himself. Maybe the priests were controlling it. He looked over at the priest and found him with his hands in the air still, exalting the Flame.

      The temple had started to fill with others who had come to celebrate the Flame, all of them here for the same purpose and reason. It was a morning ritual for many of these people, though others in the city would come throughout the day.

      He got to his feet and backed toward the wall. He had started to make a circle around the room when he caught sight of something—a familiar black cloak.

      Gayal?

      She was near the center of the temple, kneeling, hands in the air, eyes closed. She celebrated the Flame.

      That wasn’t altogether surprising. There were many people in the kingdom who did, and the king’s Tecal could certainly be one to do so, but he wondered if the king knew that about her.

      Did she know the egg was here?

      He doubted it; otherwise, she would have gone directly to the altar.

      At least it meant the egg wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon.

      Bingham couldn’t steal in front of the Tecal—but neither could the Dragon Thief move the egg. All he had to do was tell her where to find it.

      Albion first.

      Ty continued slipping along the inside of the wall. He made his way past several of the sculptures, and each time he passed one, he raised his hand, testing to see if any heat emanated from it, but there wasn’t much—just enough for him to feel.

      Had taking the dragon pearls diminished the power of the statues in some way?

      It didn’t seem to have affected the celebration. Ty hadn’t come to the Temple of the Flame often, but he had seen the priests and the way their hands would raise and celebrate the fire, had seen the energy shooting upward, the power of the Flame as they sent it streaking toward the top of the temple. He had seen the way the priests would use that power, demonstrating their control over it to the celebrants. The priests seemed to have the same control as they always had. Nothing had changed.

      Taking the dragon pearls didn’t seem to have made much of a difference, then.

      Why were they scattered around the temple?

      The pearls had surrounded the egg, so maybe they offered a measure of protection for it, or perhaps they were only decorative. He didn’t know, and he didn’t know if he could know without having the ability of the Dragon Touched.

      Ty glanced toward the altar, still moving along the outskirts of the room, when he slammed into somebody. He jerked his head around, stepping back, and looked up to see Albion.

      He smiled at Ty, his calm face filled with a certain warmth. “Ty. You really should watch where you’re going, especially here.”

      Ty looked over at the altar and the Flame before turning his attention back to his brother. “I need to talk to you.”

      “I have to assist with the celebration.”

      Ty shook his head. “I need to talk to you now.”

      Albion frowned. “Why?”

      “Not here,” Ty said.

      Albion pressed his mouth together, frowning slightly and glancing toward the altar. “I suppose I can relinquish my responsibilities for a moment, especially since we have a celebrant of the Flame who is in need of assistance.”

      Albion took him by the elbow and guided him down the narrow hallway. When they reached the stairs, Albion took them carefully, seeming to float up them. He brought Ty down to the room where he was staying and stepped aside as he opened the door, waiting for Ty to enter.

      As he did, Ty noticed that Albion’s table looked much like it had before—stacks of books piled atop it, and an ink bottle resting open with the pen set inside. The bed was neatly made, and the trunk at its foot was closed. Ty imagined his robes of station folded carefully inside. It worried Ty that it still didn’t look like Albion was preparing to leave, as if he had committed to staying regardless of whether Ishantil erupted. Maybe he didn’t care. Maybe the High Priest had been looking for an egg all this time, and was now willing to sacrifice himself—and Albion—in service of that.

      Could he really think his brother served the Dragon Thief?

      As Ty looked around, he wondered if maybe he had it wrong, but after his conversation with Gayal, he still couldn’t shake the thought that maybe it was true. Albion had told him about the places he had visited, and they were all places Gayal had chased the Dragon Thief—and places the High Priest had visited.

      “What is the urgency, Tydornen?”

      Ty motioned to the table and smiled. “Can we sit?”

      “Ty, I’m a visiting priest at the temple. We have many preparations to make for the Asharlath Ceremony. I am pleased you decided to attend. I think you will find it enlightening.”

      “I doubt it,” Ty muttered.

      Albion looked at him. “You continue to question the Flame.”

      “I’m not going to get into a debate about this. I needed to talk with you. Besides, I’m sure the other priests wouldn’t mind you visiting with your brother for just a moment.”

      Albion sniffed and shook his head. “Unfortunately, you don’t know the other priests. Service to the Flame takes precedence over all else.”

      “I have a question for you,” Ty said. He took a seat on his bed and waited until Albion took a seat at the table. Ty glanced at the door and fidgeted, twisting his hands in his lap. He couldn’t help but feel a bit uneasy.

      “A question for me? If you have a question about the Flame, I’m sure you could ask any of the priests, Ty. Even if I’m gone, the priests would welcome you. They know you are my brother.”

      “Does that matter?”

      “Not particularly. The priests would celebrate with anyone who welcomes the Flame.”

      “I don’t know that I welcome the Flame,” Ty said. “I’ve never had the same faith as you.”

      Even when they were younger, his brother had always been drawn to the Flame. Ty remembered their weekly treks into the city, times when his father and brother would attend the temple, both of them celebrating the same as all the other parishioners inside the temple were celebrating. His brother had looked upon the Flame with awe, but Ty had struggled with it. How could he believe there was some hidden power within it, something that would guide him? Their mother had believed, too, and had tried to guide Ty to the Flame, but he’d resisted.

      Ty struggled because of what he’d seen. How could he believe the Flame would have some purpose for any of them when it seemed that so many within the city suffered? He had seen their struggle, especially on the outskirts, along the western edge near the jungle. They struggled the most, much more so than those along the eastern edge of the city, closer to the rest of the kingdom.

      “You don’t have to welcome the Flame. Fire burns, Tydornen. It will claim you whether or not you choose it.”

      “I don’t want to get into a spiritual debate with you,” Ty said to his brother, looking up and locking eyes with him. This wasn’t the reason he was there. “There’s no reason for us to debate. All I wanted was to ask you a single question.”

      Albion leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees and clasping his hands in front of him. When he did, there was a serene look on his face, as if he were going to ask Ty some question about the Flame itself and he would treat him the same way he would treat any of the parishioners, patiently explaining how the Flame could guide them. Ty felt a burning irritation within him, knowing his brother and the kind of person he was.

      Ty thought about the stories he’d heard of the Dragon Thief. Tales of break-ins so daring and impossible that they could not have been completed by any one person or team. He thought of one of the particular break-ins in Yelran, a nearby city. The palace had been broken into and the sculpture that had been claimed was rumored to weigh more than ten men could carry, and supposedly the Dragon Thief had carried it out the front door of the palace. The theft itself was brazen, performed in the middle of the day, then the Dragon Thief had disappeared, as if nothing more than a shadow.

      The Dragon Thief wasn’t a priest.

      He looked at Albion, noting his slightly chubby cheeks, soft features, and his shaggy hair. His brother wasn’t serving a thief. His brother was a Priest of the Flame. It was coincidental that he’d visited the same cities as the Dragon Thief, but that was it—nothing more than a coincidence.

      But…

      He had to ask. Ty needed to know.

      He had to do it in a way that was similar to how Bingham tried to teach his lessons. Bingham had always taught him to try to dig for information in different ways, watching the person as the questions were asked and searching for unspoken answers, but Ty didn’t feel as comfortable as he once would have felt with his brother. It was strange sitting before Albion, thinking seemingly impossible thoughts—thinking he could accuse his brother of something so outrageous.

      “Can you tell me about some of the places you’ve visited?” Ty asked.

      He was curious whether Albion would admit the truth, and if he didn’t, what would Ty even do or say?

      Nothing. But he wanted to know. He wanted to know if his brother would be honest with him, and if his intuition was correct. He wanted to know if the High Priest was truly the Dragon Thief.

      Albion tipped his head to the side, frowning at him. “I have been in the city for the better part of two weeks, and now you want to find out where I have visited? I think the time for the two of us to try to reconnect is past, Tydornen. Unfortunately.”

      Was this Albion’s way of acknowledging that he knew Ishantil was going to erupt and destroy them all? Or was it simply Albion dismissing Ty, telling him that he no longer cared? But Ty already knew his brother didn’t really care. If he had, he wouldn’t have abandoned Ty the way he had, disappearing and leaving him to search for their parents alone.

      “I know the timing isn’t right, but I need to know,” Ty said.

      Albion regarded him. “We have gone where the Flame guides us, where it leads the High Priest. I have been fortunate to serve the Flame in the way I do. Now, if you don’t mind, I need to return to the Asharlath Ceremony. It will soon reach a critical phase, and I must be present.”

      He gathered a necklace and a set of silver rings, then slipped them on.

      Ty debated how hard to push his brother. He thought if he asked the right questions, he might find the truth.

      What did it even matter?

      At this point, all that mattered was getting the egg—and Eastley. His brother had clearly made his own choice, deciding he was comfortable staying in Zarinth as it burned. Ty was not.

      It surprised Ty somewhat that he had already come to terms with leaving. He had fought it for so long, and it seemed strange that he didn’t have time to celebrate it after finally accepting that it was time for him to go.

      Then again, it wasn’t as if Ishantil gave him time to think about it. It was almost as if the Flame were trying to push him to take the next step—leave Zarinth and move on with his life.

      That thought brought a smile to Ty’s face.

      “I hope that smile is because you have decided to follow the Flame,” Albion said, turning back to him, then facing the door. There came a distant trembling from Ishantil, and Ty waited, worried that it wouldn’t pass quickly enough.

      “Much like the Flame has guided you through Ferlith, Isan, and Leth?” Ty watched his brother as he said it and made a point of holding his gaze. “All places that I have come to learn the Dragon Thief has been.”

      His brother didn’t change his expression at all. “Yes. I have heard about this Dragon Thief. A dangerous individual.”

      “That’s what I understand,” Ty said. “And now there are agents of the king looking for him, wanting to find him and ensure that anything he is stealing can be returned.”

      “The king must do what is necessary,” Albion said.

      “He believes that an egg has been stolen this time,” Ty said.

      Ty continued to watch Albion, but as before, there was no change in his expression, nothing to suggest he even knew. Maybe he didn’t see the connection.

      It would be just like Albion to be too caught up in serving the Flame to notice. He looked at Ty so serenely, an unreadable expression on his face—one that couldn’t be faked. Maybe all of this was a mistake. Maybe Ty had just read something into the situation that wasn’t real.

      “Is the High Priest the Dragon Thief?” Ty asked.

      He felt foolish asking, the question sounding outrageous and ridiculous as it hung in the air.

      “Tydornen, he serves the Flame.”

      “That’s not an answer, Albion.”

      “He is the High Priest of the Priests of the Flame. He serves the Flame in that role. He wouldn’t have time to do what you claim.”

      “There are two dangerous people in the city looking for the Dragon Thief: a Tecal by the name of Gayal Holt and a Dragon Touched by the name of Roson James. They are both after the egg—and it was seen inside the temple.”

      Ty might be sharing too much, but he had to somehow get to the truth.

      Albion tipped his head, frowning at Ty. “Inside the temple? Why would it have been here?”

      Ty frowned back and leaned forward, holding his brother’s gaze. “I don’t know. That’s why I came to you. I thought perhaps you might provide some answers.”

      “This isn’t my temple,” Albion said. “If the egg is here, then perhaps one of the local priests has made arrangements. Perhaps it has already been recovered and it will be brought to the king for safekeeping. I’m sure the king feels an urgency to remove any dragon relics like that before Ishantil erupts. Most of the king’s servants have thought it best to depart rather than trust the Flame.”

      Ty could tell his brother was keeping something from him, though he couldn’t tell what it was. This was the first time he thought his brother had lied to him. Maybe he knew about the High Priest—which meant he knew about the Dragon Thief. It bothered Ty, but more than that, it angered him.

      Ty got to his feet. “Be careful, Albion.”

      “You as well, Tydornen.”

      Ty stepped out of Albion’s room, waiting for him to follow, but he didn’t. Albion closed the door instead.

      Ty stood in place for a moment, thinking about how he might help his brother. He wasn’t abandoning Albion—not like Albion had abandoned him. His brother had chosen this. He wanted to be in the city.

      And there was somebody else who needed Ty’s help.

      Ty hurried down the stairs, toward the main part of the temple, and nodded toward Olivia. She had remained seated on a bench, but as soon as he nodded, she got to her feet, slipped back and around, and made her way toward him.

      As she joined him, he pointed to the door, and she headed toward it.

      Ty looked for Gayal among the celebrants, and found her still seated, staring straight ahead.

      Maybe she did know about the egg.

      But if so, why not go after it?

      There would be no reason for her not to. She was the king’s Tecal, and she would be able to claim the egg—unless doing so would only inspire agitation with the king, and she wanted to avoid that.

      The High Priest continued to chant, the Flame burning with a pale blue light that he had seen when they were here when he discovered the egg was here, and he was left trying to figure out what they needed to do.

      Finally, he stepped back out of the temple, running his hand through his hair as he found Olivia standing across the street.

      “Well?” she asked.

      “We can watch for a while. They are in the middle of the Asharlath Ceremony. And there’s more going on than we know of.”

      “We need to get the egg and make the transaction.”

      “I know,” Ty said.

      “Then stop waiting.”

      He let out a slow sigh. She was right. He did have to stop waiting. It was time to make a move. This would be even more challenging than what the Dragon Thief had done. How could Ty match that level of skill?

      He had to find a way to get the egg from under the nose of the actual Dragon Thief, all while the Tecal sat among the celebrants, watching?

      It seemed impossible.

      But if he could pull this off, then maybe he could truly call himself the Dragon Thief.
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      Ty crouched outside the temple, watching as much as he could, though he knew he wouldn’t be able to watch all vantage points from his position. Olivia was on the far side, watching from a different direction, though Ty didn’t expect anything to happen at the main entrance. If the High Priest was going to disappear from the temple, he anticipated it would be out the side door, and from there he might travel…

      He didn’t know. At this point, he no longer knew anything.

      Ty looked along the street. As he stood there, staring at the temple, he tried to think of what he would say to his brother if he suddenly appeared. He hadn’t come up with an answer. Not yet.

      Every so often, Ty heard a shout in the city, and he tried to position himself so he could see where it came from, but he didn’t hear anything more now. Anyone who was faithful to the Flame had headed to the temple, and while the temple itself was filled, the street outside was also filled with those who followed the Flame, making it crowded. It was difficult for Ty to move, so he stayed in place, watching. Waiting.

      He had to figure out the next move. He had to keep an eye out for the High Priest, and he had to figure out how he was going to get in and get the egg. Answers hadn’t come to him, but he thought he would eventually find a lull in the ceremony and be able to sneak in then.

      So far, he hadn’t gone anywhere, hadn’t seen anything, which meant he didn’t know if there was anything more he needed to look into. Maybe he was wrong about the High Priest.

      Unfortunately, he didn’t think so. The more he thought about it—and the time he had spent outside throughout the day had given him plenty of time to think—the more he began to realize he was right. The High Priest fit.

      A figure came streaking along the street.

      Ty shifted back into the shadows of the alley across from the temple and tried to make himself look as inconspicuous as possible. The figure came running straight up to him.

      “Ty,” Olivia said, panting. Sweat streamed down her brow and she wiped it off, shifting her cloak and bunching her hair beneath it. He was surprised that she had stayed and helped. He kept expecting her to betray them, but so far, she had not. “They’re moving.”

      “Who?”

      “The priests. All of them.”

      Ty frowned. “What do you mean, ‘they’re moving’?”

      Olivia grabbed his arm and dragged him along the street.

      Ty looked over at the door, but it had not been touched.

      If the priests were moving, it would be an opportune time for the High Priest to slip out of the temple. He could disappear into the crowd and no one would know he was the Dragon Thief. There would be no reason for anybody to question him.

      “Come on,” Olivia said, pulling on Ty’s arm again.

      He followed Olivia, and as soon as they made a small curve around the outskirts of the temple, he realized he had been watching the wrong door. There was movement, but it was more than that—it was an entire train of people making their way out of the temple.

      “There are so many,” he whispered.

      Olivia nodded. “They started coming out a little while ago, and they’ve continued to come. Most of them are priests, or those serving them, but I haven’t been able to figure out what they’re doing. I figured this is what you were looking for, right?”

      Ty noticed the High Priest as part of the procession. They were moving slowly, dressed in their full robes. He noticed his brother among them, also wearing his formal robes of office. Based on how they were making their way along the street, Ty again questioned whether he was wrong to think the High Priest could be the Dragon Thief. Maybe he had been wrong about all of it. This was a situation in which he wanted to be wrong.

      There were probably twenty people in total—six or seven priests and their servants. They slowly headed past the palace, then to the west.

      “Where do you think they’re going?” Olivia asked.

      Ty shook his head. “I don’t really know. I’ve never seen anything like this.”

      A chanting began and started to build, rising above the noise of the crowd. Ty listened to the sound of the chanting and tried to make out the details of it, but he couldn’t. It was part of the priests’ call to the Flame—some aspect of the spiritual ceremony, he suspected.

      “I thought the Asharlath Ceremony was inside the temple, but maybe it’s not. Why didn’t Albion say anything about this?” Ty spoke mostly to himself, but Olivia watched him, saying nothing.

      As he followed the priests and the procession, he saw something. He grabbed Olivia, dragging her off to the side of the street. They ducked into the shadows of a small alleyway, where they could continue to watch the priests without being seen.

      He nodded into the distance and pointed to the mounted form of Roson James. He and several of the soldiers sat on the other side of the road, watching the procession move past. There were a pair of Dragon Touched with him. In between was the black dragon, a chain around its neck.

      “Who is that?” Olivia whispered. “And is that—”

      “The dragon,” he said. “And that’s the Dragon Touched. I suspect the Tecal is somewhere here as well. And if they’re both here, and if the High Priest has the egg…” But if he didn’t, then maybe Ty could grab the egg. This was the lull he had been hoping for. “Both of them have been chasing the Dragon Thief for the last year. It’s like they want to prove themselves to the king. At least, that’s the way it sounds.”

      “So Eastley really is some part of a game?” Olivia asked. “Are all of us?”

      “We aren’t,” he said. “We could have left at any time.”

      “I couldn’t.”

      “Why not? Couldn’t your family have gotten out?”

      “Not without the right resources,” she said, lowering her voice. She glanced behind her before turning to focus on the procession.

      “There’s something off here,” Ty said. “Look at Roson. He looks unhappy.”

      “Maybe he is unhappy,” Olivia said, motioning toward the palace. “The procession and the crowd are blocking the road. There are still people trying to get out—people with money. People the king cares about.”

      And Roson wouldn’t be able to unleash the dragon on them.

      It was more than just a block in the road. He slipped along the alley, dragging Olivia with him, and they made their way to a side street where they could loop forward, slipping past most of the crowd, and get in front of the procession. If they stayed on the main road, they were going to head toward the jungle, which didn’t make a lot of sense, especially given his experience with the Flame, but perhaps the priests were going to try to speak to Ishantil—to calm the volcano, to try to soothe the Flame in order to quiet it.

      Ty saw it as an opportunity to slip in and check for the egg.

      “Wait here for me,” he said to Olivia.

      Racing inside the temple, Ty found it empty, and there was no egg in sight as he approached the altar and the Flame.

      What if the priests had it?

      He darted back out and managed to get ahead of the procession again. Surprisingly, there was another shadowy figure not far from him, also watching the procession.

      He pushed Olivia back.

      “What’s that about?” she asked.

      “I’m not even sure. The Dragon Thief stole the egg, and both the Tecal and the Dragon Touched want it back, but now we are in the midst of the Asharlath Ceremony and it seems to me he is taking the egg somewhere.”

      Why would the Dragon Thief steal the egg, then bring it out with both the Tecal and the Dragon Touched around? It seemed a dangerous risk.

      But not entirely. There was a crowd around them, which would make it difficult for Roson or Gayal to do much of anything. Not only that, but there were priests around. The king wouldn’t attack the priests or the celebrants of the Flame.

      At least, under normal circumstances—though these weren’t normal circumstances.

      How much of this had his brother known about?

      He hadn’t pushed Albion, but Ty started to question whether he had known about the egg—which he should have—and whether he had known the truth about the High Priest. Then again, Albion probably wouldn’t have told Ty anything.

      The procession approached and the chanting persisted. Every so often, Ty caught a word of it.

      Ishantil.

      Ty was increasingly certain that he knew where they were headed, but he didn’t know why.

      “What are they doing?” Olivia asked, staying close to him. She was pressed up against him, and he tried to ignore the way he responded to her when she did that—tried to ignore his attraction to her. He couldn’t trust her. He couldn’t even trust his response to her.

      “It looks like they’re heading up to Ishantil. It must be part of the Asharlath Ceremony.”

      She looked over to him. “Did your brother tell you anything about it?”

      “No, but he invited me along.” Ty should have pushed to learn more, but he’d been focused on other issues.

      She glanced behind her. “The volcano is going to erupt at any time.”

      “We have the day,” Ty said.

      She shook her head. “We think we have the day—you’ve been told we do—but we don’t really know how long we have. It’s time for us to go.”

      “We don’t have Eastley.”

      “And if they get the egg, we aren’t going to get Eastley. Even if we do get the egg, we probably aren’t going to be able to save him in time. It’s time for us to save ourselves.”

      “I thought you didn’t have enough money,” Ty said.

      “I don’t, but I think I might have a way.” She looked back, and he saw her gaze drifting toward the temple. “These people can stay and die. I don’t care. But I’m going to get out of the city, I’m going to get my family out, and I’m going to make sure Bingham has a chance to get out. You could come.”

      Was this another part of her act?

      Ty didn’t know, but she wasn’t wrong. He knew he should leave. It was the sensible decision. But there was that part of him that still didn’t feel as if he could abandon the city—or Eastley. He still had time.

      “I can go up ahead of them, maybe cut them off and get to the egg,” Ty said.

      “Ty—”

      He shook his head. “I know it’s stupid. I just can’t leave him.”

      Was it about Eastley now—or his brother?

      If it was about Eastley, he only needed to tell Gayal that the High Priest had the egg.

      But Albion…

      Olivia closed her eyes and breathed out slowly, and in that moment, Ty thought maybe she would stay with him, help him get Eastley. If she did, they might not even have to go after the egg. They could break into the palace again, though he suspected that would be difficult even now. But then she opened her eyes, stepped up on her toes, and kissed him briefly on the cheek.

      “I’m sorry,” she said and spun, darting away.

      He watched her for another moment before turning and hurrying along the alley, disappearing into the darkness. Ty focused his attention back on the procession.

      At this point, he wasn’t exactly sure what he was going to do. He could follow all of them, but he wasn’t sure if that was the right strategy. He hurried forward, slipping along the street and keeping just behind Roson and the other soldiers. He watched the priests, but he wanted to see his brother, to catch his eye and alert him of what they were doing.

      He slipped around, moving off and darting past the procession, getting ahead of it. He reached the border of the city and the jungle, where he crouched near the trees, hiding under the canopy. From here, he could hear the insects chirping, the steady buzzing from within the jungle, and felt the humid breeze drifting out of it, but he focused on the procession making its way along the street. Every so often, he thought he heard the cry of a velum not far behind him, but then it disappeared. He tried not to pay any mind to that.

      The procession approached, and the chanting persisted. They headed toward what was known as the Path of the Flame, a staircase worked into the stone that led up to Ishantil. It was considered a sacred path, one that only the priests were permitted to take, and the people within Zarinth generally avoided. The servants stepped forward as if part of some ceremony, and they presented a cloth to a priest, who took it. Two other priests flanking him helped him with the cloth, and they set it atop a basket. Neither of the priests were his brother—or the High Priest.

      For that matter, he didn’t even see Albion with them. He must be behind the others.

      The chanting picked up again and Ty listened. He couldn’t help but feel a bit of a pull, some sort of stirring deep within him, as if they were speaking to him directly, trying to call some hint of power forward.

      He tried to watch for the High Priest. He couldn’t see him anywhere, but he had to be there somewhere.

      The chanting reached a crescendo. The one priest stood, holding on to the basket with the maroon fabric draped over his hands, the two priests standing right behind him, and they started forward, continuing toward the trees and the Path of the Flame.

      Ty watched them starting up the path as he stayed in the shadows under the canopy. He half-expected that his brother would trail after them, that the rest of the procession would follow, but other priests took a position around the path, blocking it. The servants did the same. He noticed Roson and the soldiers standing there, watching, a tight look on Roson’s face. Ty suspected he was none too pleased with the fact that he was prevented from following the priests, though he couldn’t tell anything else from his stance. Ty waited for a moment, but saw no sign of Gayal—or his brother.

      Where had he gone? And where was the High Priest?

      Ty scanned the street. Had Albion drifted off in the middle of the ceremony? If he had, Ty might not have seen it, but it would’ve caught somebody’s notice. It would’ve looked strange.

      Ty had been standing there for a while, watching the celebration for long enough that he would have noticed something like that.

      A velum cried out behind him again, the loud call echoing in the trees. Ty turned.

      He had heard that call before, a dangerous sound, one he remembered from his childhood spent in the jungle—a time when his mother had guided him through here, trying to teach him their calls, along with ways to call to them. He had never mastered it—not like Albion had.

      Someone had passed through here, disturbing the velum.

      It was far enough up into the forest that he wouldn’t have expected the priests to have gotten there yet. They weren’t moving that quickly. They were taking a more measured pace, making their way along the path slowly, deliberately, and he could hear their chanting, so he knew they were still close by.

      Why would the velum have cried out like that?

      Someone must have disturbed them.

      Ty lingered for a moment, then turned, running up the mountainside and staying off the path. The only reason someone would have snuck along the path was because they were after something.

      Or someone.

      And he was going to get there first.
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      Ty darted through the trees, hurrying past massive trunks, ducking underneath vines that threatened to snag his head, and jumping over shrubs that grew in the jungle. An occasional thorn snagged him, but he ignored it. He had plenty of experience navigating through the jungle, but not nearly as much experience trying to run through the jungle. At this point, he tried to keep the path on his right, but doing so proved far more difficult than he expected. He continued to have to veer gradually toward the left, trying to follow the natural contours of the jungle as he went up the slope. If the goal was the peak of Ishantil, whoever was heading there wouldn’t be able to stay on the path, though he wasn’t entirely sure that was their goal.

      He knew the priests wouldn’t go all the way to the peak if they were going to try to soothe Ishantil. They would stop at the lava lake.

      Ty heard a rustling near him and froze.

      He turned, looking all around, and saw a face up in the trees.

      One of the velum.

      This was a small one, and it had a furry face that looked somewhat human. It stared at him, something penetrating and terrifying in its gaze. Ty waited, knowing that if the velum decided to call to the others, they might attack him, and he wasn’t at all prepared to deal with a whole pack of velum.

      But it disappeared, drifting farther off into the trees.

      Ty let out a soft sigh.

      He started forward again, now trying to be quieter.

      He could still make out the priests’ chanting, though it was growing increasingly faint. He thought it was downslope from him.

      He raced along the slope, moving as quickly as he could, but paused when he heard the cry of another velum.

      This one was distant, and farther upslope.

      Ty headed for it.

      There came another rustling behind him and he paused again, spinning, but didn’t see any sign of the velum like he had before. If they were following him, he didn’t know if he would be able to do much of anything. At least he had his dragon-bone dagger, and he could use that if it came down to it, but he had no intention of carving through velum if it wasn’t necessary.

      He scanned the treetops, searching for signs of the velum, either a single one or several, but still didn’t see anything. Ty took a deep breath, settling his nerves, then he started back up. He could hear the sound of movement again and paused, looking around.

      It was subtle, but when he heard these sounds around him, he couldn’t help but feel as if there were something there, something he needed to try to reach.

      He lingered for a moment, knowing now that the path was close by, and he stayed within reach of it.

      He hurried forward again and climbed.

      Gradually, the sound of rustling around him began to fade, and he no longer thought the velum were following him. The chanting of the priests, too, grew increasingly muted—perhaps because the sounds of the jungle had swallowed it, or perhaps the priests were struggling to make their way up the mountainside. The High Priest, in particular, was older, and Ty didn’t think he would be able to move as quickly as Ty could. The other priests with him were a bit younger, though not much—certainly not as young as Ty or his brother.

      Taking the Path of the Flame was difficult. The stairs were steep, narrow, and led straight up Ishantil, not at all like the winding footpaths that worked up the side of the volcano. Under normal circumstances, it would be very difficult to make the climb, but Ishantil was angry now. He couldn’t imagine how difficult this journey was for the priests, but hopefully that meant he had time.

      Ty paused at one point, listening again, but he didn’t hear anything else out there now—the sounds of movement and chanting had disappeared. He waited, thinking he might find something, but he didn’t. The velum seemed to have left him alone, and he figured he should be relieved by that, though there was a part of him that was still worried.

      He headed off to the right, using the gap in sound and movement as an opportunity to get closer to the path. Once he reached the path, he looked for any sign of the priests, but there was none. The path here was hard-packed dirt, little more than a narrow trail that wove through the jungle. There were sections of it that disappeared altogether, and he might lose sight of it if he didn’t watch closely, but Ty had enough experience in following it that he could catch it again. Others would not. He stayed along it, moving more quickly now that he was out of the thicker part of the jungle.

      A steady rumbling shook the mountain, and he froze.

      It felt to Ty that this was a race against Ishantil, even though he knew that the priests believed they could stop it. The Asharlath Ceremony his brother had told him about had to be about the egg.

      Why though?

      The trembling lasted longer than it had in quite some time. Ty staggered, trying to stay on his feet, worried that he would be tossed to the ground. It was almost as if Ishantil were angry that he was bothering to come here.

      Finally, it eased. He got to his feet and raced up the path. Every so often, he could swear he felt something behind him, causing him to look along the path, then up to the trees, wondering if the velum were chasing him.

      But there was nobody on the path, and nothing in the trees.

      He had a hard time thinking the priests could move as quickly as him. None of them knew the jungle the way he did. He stumbled forward, managing to catch himself for a moment, and used that time to catch his breath.

      The trembling came again when he was nearly to the lava lake.

      When he paused, he waited for the trembling to die down while he continued looking around, listening for any sound of movement. Though he didn’t hear anything, he still felt something.

      He hesitated a moment, then started jogging once again.

      Finally, he neared the lava lake.

      Ty slowed now. As he was close to the lake, he wanted to have a chance to take a look around it, to see if there was any sign of the High Priest. So far, he still had not seen him.

      He thought there was somebody up along the path ahead of him, and he crept forward, toward what slowly resolved itself to be a cloaked figure.

      The High Priest had come ahead of the others? Ty waited, watching. What is he doing?

      He was standing in front of the lava lake, staring out over the fire.

      Coming to the lava lake was a unique experience, mostly because it was such an unfathomably vast expanse of power; it was a representation of fire that was not seen anywhere else. Even those who celebrated the Flame viewed the lava lake with a certain reverence, and Ty, who didn’t have any religious tendencies, felt awed by it.

      The trembling came again and the figure stumbled slightly, then turned toward him.

      It wasn’t the High Priest.

      Ty stepped forward. He wasn’t exactly sure why Gayal was here, but she had beaten the priests of the mountainside, and she had beaten Roson James, assuming he had followed them—and Ty wouldn’t have put it past him to have done so.

      More than that, he wouldn’t have put it past either of them to have already learned that the High Priest was the Dragon Thief. That had to be why she was here. She was chasing him, determined to get to the Dragon Thief before Roson did.

      Maybe it wasn’t even about the egg for her, as she had said. All of this was about the Dragon Thief.

      And Ty—and Eastley—were all caught up in it.

      As Ty stepped forward, the Tecal pulled back the hood of her strange black cloak, glancing up to the trees for just a moment before positioning it back on her head.

      “You should not be here,” she said.

      “I grew up around here—not here, exactly, but I grew up in the jungle. I should be here more than you should. Is this all about the Dragon Thief? You just wanted to get here—get to him—before Roson did?”

      “This is more than you can understand.”

      He realized she had some dragon relics that sat along the shoreline of the lava lake. Many of them were enormous, and all of them were authentic. He pushed past her, ignoring the way she watched him. He ignored everything besides the relics he saw gathered there.

      Ty looked over to her. “What is this?”

      “There was a time when people believed that the volcano, and the Flame, could be calmed with the right connection.”

      He frowned. “That’s what this is about? You think you can calm down the Flame with dragon relics?”

      He wouldn’t have expected that from her—maybe from one of the priests, but not her.

      “As I said, you wouldn’t understand.”

      Ty crouched down, lifting one of the dragon relics. It was made of obsidian, and he lifted it, turning it, recognizing its authenticity. It was incredibly valuable—the kind of thing Bingham would’ve sent Ty after many times, and that Ty would have failed to reach many times. This was the kind of thing the king would’ve prized.

      “Does the king know you have this?” Ty asked.

      “Again,” she said, “you don’t understand.”

      “Why are you really here?” He took a step toward her. Ishantil trembled, rumbling, and threatened to toss him off his feet. He tried to stay balanced, not wanting to fall, but found it was more difficult than he expected. Ty dropped to the warm stone beneath him, resting on his hands and knees. There was a part of him that was afraid Ishantil would bubble up, spew lava toward him and burn him, but it didn’t. He was safe—at least, for now.

      How long would that last?

      He took a deep breath, letting it out slowly, and he turned and looked all around him. “It’s about more than just the Dragon Thief, isn’t it? I thought you and Roson were after him, competing for the egg, but that isn’t it.”

      She watched him.

      “What is it?” Ty asked.

      He thought about what he knew of the Tecal, and what he knew of how they serve the king, but it didn’t fit. The Tecal work as the keeper of secrets. They were spies. This wasn’t about spying. This was about the Flame.

      Then there was the way he had seen her inside the temple, how she had been celebrating. She was one of the faithful.

      “Are you not one of the Tecal?” Ty asked.

      She glowered at him. “Do not challenge me on that.”

      “I’m just trying to understand,” he said. “If you aren’t one of the Tecal, then I might be able to help you—and you might be able to help me. I want Eastley back, and we need to get out of here before Ishantil erupts.”

      “It is too late for that,” she said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “It will erupt unless the Asharlath Ceremony is completed.”

      “You want it to be completed?” That was a shock.

      “These lands are valuable to the kingdom, regardless of what the Dragon Touched believe.”

      “Why will the ceremony calm Ishantil? What is it, exactly?”

      “An ancient ceremony,” she said.

      “So you’re working with the priests.”

      Here he thought the priests and the king worked against each other, but maybe that was wrong. Maybe all he knew was wrong. Then again, he didn’t really understand what the king was after, or the way he was trying to defend his lands.

      “The king understands the value of the Flame,” she said. “It is the Dragon Touched who think otherwise. They challenge the role of the Flame within the kingdom.”

      “That hasn’t been my experience,” Ty stated.

      “Then you haven’t had much experience.”

      He started to smile, but she didn’t.

      “If the ceremony doesn’t finish, then Ishantil will erupt. Zarinth will be lost. These lands will no longer be under the control of the king.”

      That was the reason. “How do you know this ceremony will even work?”

      “I don’t.”

      He started to smile again. “So you have faith.”

      “There are times when you must take certain things on faith.”

      “I’ve never had much use for faith,” Ty stated.

      He looked behind him, toward the lava bubbling up. It was hot, but not so hot he couldn’t withstand it. He had known the power of the lava lake based on his prior visits to it, had felt it—and he had been there on other occasions when it had bubbled.

      Had there been another Asharlath Ceremony before?

      It seemed to him that there would have to have been, wouldn’t there?

      “The king knew you were coming for this reason?” Ty asked.

      “The king trusts my judgment.”

      “And what about Roson?”

      “The king trusts he will serve as he has been instructed to.”

      “And by that, you mean violently,” Ty stated.

      “If the situation demands it,” she replied.

      “And the Dragon Thief?”

      “My position there has not changed.”

      That wasn’t an answer, and he was left wondering what position hers might be, how she truly felt about the Dragon Thief. If this was about the egg, was there some intention to bring it here and have some ceremony—then do what? Try to hatch it?

      That seemed ridiculous, but there was a part of him that was curious. What would it look like to see an egg hatch? What would it feel like, if anything?

      “I found the egg,” Ty said.

      “I know.”

      “How long have you known for?”

      “When you looked to the temple, I knew.”

      From the night before. Here he had thought he had been keeping that from her, that he had been deceiving her, but she was a spy for the king, a secret keeper, so how could he think to keep a secret from her?

      “You didn’t go after it?” Ty asked.

      “I could not.”

      “Because of the priests?”

      “Because they had it protected.”

      He turned away from her. She had known, but she had not gone after it. She was waiting for the Dragon Thief to bring the egg. It still was a part of the ceremony.

      “Was it your intention to use the egg for the ceremony all along? You just wanted to stop the Dragon Thief?” She was silent, and Ty snorted. “Has it always been about the Dragon Thief?”

      “Not for me.”

      Ty looked back to the lava lake, feeling the heat, the trembling. Being this close to it, Ty could almost imagine a connection to the lake, a connection to the Flame. For so long, he had denied there was any real power to the Flame, mostly because he knew such things weren’t even possible. But here…

      He couldn’t deny it now. It was strange, but probably nothing more than his imagination. Since coming up here, though, Ishantil had been quiet. That was strange too.

      Far below, the chanting continued to build.

      Something about it sounded pained.

      It was only then that Ty realized there was another sound mixed in with it.

      “What is it?” Gayal asked.

      Ty listened for another moment, wanting to ensure he really heard what he thought he did, but the cry was distinct, though not nearly as loud as before. He was sure he hadn’t imagined it. They were in trouble.

      He looked over to the lava lake, along the length of the shore, a debate waging in his mind. Ty had come here wanting to find the egg, to ensure Eastley’s safety, and to figure out what was going on, but now he had to do something else.

      He started off.

      “Where are you going?” Gayal asked.

      “My brother is down there.”

      “So?”

      “And the velum are attacking.”
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      He and Gayal raced down the path with her staying several paces in front of him. Every so often, he caught a fluttering from the back of her cloak and was reminded of the strangeness he had seen in the city, though he still didn’t have any answers as to why it would look that way. Maybe it was just some aspect of the cloak itself. He had little doubt the king would have gifted his servants with strange magical artifacts, and the Tecal would likely have been gifted some of the strangest among them.

      The chanting cut off suddenly, and the velum cried out.

      “We need to go quickly,” Ty said. “The velum are creatures of the forest. They generally leave people alone, but they’ve been acting strangely lately. They attacked part of the last expedition coming to the forest, and—”

      Ty realized he might’ve said too much. He had followed that expedition, but he hadn’t wanted to reveal his presence to anyone. Gayal took it in stride.

      “How do you stop them?” she asked.

      “They can be scared away, unless there’s an entire pack of them.”

      Albion should know that, but it was information he learned long ago. How much had Albion forgotten about his past?

      “How many are in a pack?” she asked.

      “I’ve never seen more than a dozen at a time, so I would say probably no more than that.”

      A dozen velum would be scary, but manageable—especially with the three priests and him and Gayal. That said, they could be wild and violent. He wasn’t looking forward to getting clawed up.

      Maybe Gayal had some magical way of chasing the velum away. She certainly seemed like she might. He followed her down, then he saw them, just as they reached a small bend in the path.

      The priests were cowering on the ground, and the High Priest had the basket in his hands, still trying to hold it above the ground, the drape of fabric over his hands. He was chanting, but his voice was mixed with a fearful moaning. A dozen velum were all around them, slashing at the priests—and they were larger than he had ever seen before. Several of them had deep silver in their fur, and one of them had what looked to be a club and was battering one of the priests. The priests tried to push them away, but the velum were too overwhelming, forcing the priests to find some sort of shelter.

      From the trees came the sound of other velum.

      “This is more than a dozen,” Gayal said.

      It was unusual to see so many of them together.

      One of the velum dropped toward Gayal, and she shouted, driving a fist upward. The velum brandished a white knife. Dragon bone. The velum shrieked.

      The other velum turned around.

      Each of them had a weapon as well.

      Here he thought the velum had been slashing at the priests with claws, but they gripped their own dragon bone in hand as if they were human. He had never seen anything quite like it, had never seen velum with weapons, and though he had seen the velum swinging in the trees before, he had never encountered them up close like this.

      They were smart, but not smart enough to use weapons.

      Maybe he had never known the truth about them.

      Had his mother? She had known their whistle, and had known how to call them and send them away. She had seemed to treat them with a measure of respect that the trappers and hunters in the jungle never did.

      The velum shrieked again.

      Even if he respected them, he had to be careful now.

      Gayal unsheathed a sword.

      The velum were now paying attention to him and Gayal—and screaming. Their voices carried up over the forest, creating a cacophony of noise that was painful to Ty’s ears. He positioned himself so he wouldn’t be surprised by any of them, and his gaze darted around the forest, looking for any signs that one might drop down onto him, but there were none.

      If they were going to jump, he wanted to be ready.

      “I’ve seen men try to use swords in the jungle. They catch the vines, the shrubs, or the trees. You can’t do anything with that here,” Ty said.

      “I can stab,” she said.

      The velum closest to him, the one with the silver in its fur who was holding up the dragon-bone knife, screeched at him. Ty shrieked back at the velum, but it did nothing. The velum seemed to ignore him.

      Ty wasn’t scary. He had never terrified them before. The velum had chased him in the jungle and had never worried about him. If only he knew his mother’s whistle.

      He tried, but the sound wasn’t quite right, and he knew it. Even though he wanted to use the same whistle his mother had used, he couldn’t get it to form in his throat. It fell apart.

      One of the silver-haired velum thumped its chest at Ty, who held his blade out, not wanting to attack the velum. He wasn’t sure what he was going to do.

      Gayal moved past him, reaching for the priests and helping them to their feet.

      “We have to get moving,” he said, looking over to Gayal. “If the priests are injured, we need to get them back to the city.”

      “No,” the High Priest said. “We need to finish our ceremony.”

      As if to answer, the ground started to tremble and Ishantil shook, the entire mountain quaking. He watched the treetops and heard the velum shrieking, though they were not nearly as close as they had been before. Something had scared them away, but how long would they stay away?

      “That has to be what’s disrupting them. Ishantil. It is why we must finish our ceremony,” the High Priest said, straightening. The other two joined him. One of them was bleeding heavily from one arm while another had a gash on his stomach. Neither looked like they were going to be able to make the climb to the lava lake, even though it was close. “Ishantil needs us to celebrate the Flame.”

      “Where’s Albion?” Ty asked. He had thought Albion was down here, but Ty still didn’t see him, and had no idea where he had gone.

      “He returned to the city once the ceremony began.”

      Why would his brother have left? “Well, we should all return to the city. Ishantil wants us to get off of it.”

      The High Priest looked over at him. “You know nothing about the Flame.”

      Ty just shook his head. “I know if it’s restless, then we shouldn’t taunt it.”

      “Taunt it? I have no intention of taunting Ishantil. I intend to offer Ishantil a bounty,” the High Priest replied.

      The egg. That was what they had intended to bring to Ishantil, but then the Dragon Thief had gotten involved. Maybe Gayal had even gotten too clever for her own good, trying to use the egg, perhaps even to draw the Dragon Thief out, though Ty wasn’t quite sure if that were true.

      “It’s not safe,” Ty said.

      “And it won’t be until the Asharlath Ceremony is completed.”

      Ty breathed out heavily. “I can help you,” he said. The priest frowned at him. “Albion is my brother,” he explained. “And I’m not going to let you get killed climbing through the jungle because you are too stupid to avoid the velum.” He looked up at the trees, and every so often, the velum looked as if they were moving closer.

      “We will accept your offer, as impolite as it is.”

      The priests shuffled forward.

      They followed the Path of the Flame, climbing the stairs, but found a tree had fallen, making it difficult. Ty guided them away, up and around, following a narrow footpath. He brandished his dragon-bone dagger, though he wondered if it might be easier if it wasn’t painted to look like a traditional knife. It was warm in his hand and seemed to be getting slick, making it increasingly difficult to hold.

      They rounded the small bend and continued up the path. When they did, Ty heard something behind him and looked back.

      “There’s something coming.” He looked over to Gayal, wondering if she might be aware of it, and if she was, what she might do.

      “That would be Roson James,” she said. “He is determined to find the Dragon Thief.”

      “Does he have the dragon?” Ty asked.

      She watched him a moment, then shook her head. “He wouldn’t risk it here.”

      Ty wondered if Gayal knew that the Dragon Thief was the High Priest. “What will he risk for the Dragon Thief? Or is it the egg?” Ty asked, keeping his voice low. “What happens if he gets up here?”

      “Then the Asharlath Ceremony may fail.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he is determined, stubborn, and foolish.”

      “He doesn’t strike me as foolish—dangerous and deadly, yes, but not foolish.”

      “You don’t know him the way I do,” she said.

      “I don’t want to know him the way you do,” Ty replied.

      He guided the priests around another bend, and they finally reached the Path of the Flame again. They slowly started up it, but they were moving too slowly.

      If Roson was trailing after them, they didn’t have much time before he caught up. But if he managed to catch them before they reached the summit, and he prevented the ceremony from being completed, would anything even happen?

      Ty wasn’t sure whether he believed the ceremony would be effective. Staying up here might mean his death.

      But if it was possible…

      It was the kind of thing his mother would’ve done.

      Having seen the dragon relics—and the look in Gayal’s eyes—he couldn’t help but feel as if this was what he needed to do. This was where he needed to be.

      “When this is over, you need to get Eastley out of prison,” Ty told her.

      Gayal looked over to him, but she didn’t answer.

      “He doesn’t deserve to be there,” Ty continued.

      “You broke into the palace.”

      “Out of necessity,” he muttered.

      “It was greed,” she said.

      Ty decided not to argue as they hurried along the Path of the Flame. He kept waiting for another attack, but it never came. The velum stayed away. The closer they got to the lava lake, the more the velum drifted back into the shadows, almost as if they didn’t mind them approaching the lake and only cared about them making their way along the path.

      Ty was probably giving them far more credit than they deserved.

      He watched the trees, studying them, but didn’t see anything else.

      When they reached the lava lake, he expected the priests to stop and begin whatever ceremony they were going to do, but the High Priest continued his chanting, marching along the perimeter of the lake. At one point, the ground rumbled again and the priest raised the basket, holding the slip of fabric high overhead until a bubble of lava singed it and the priest flinched, nearly dropping the basket.

      The High Priest took a deep breath and the chanting continued to build, rising into the surrounding jungle before fading quickly. The High Priest started forward again, making his way along the lava lake, and the two others trailed behind, walking carefully along the rock. The High Priest seemed to have less difficulty than they did making his way forward. Ty looked up at the trees again, expecting to see velum following them, but they were still empty. The trees surrounding the lake were not all that close to it, though some had once grown closer and were now singed away.

      He looked back, expecting to hear sound from Roson and whatever soldiers had come with him, but there was no sign of him. “I thought you said he was following us?” Ty asked Gayal.

      Gayal paused, looking behind her for a moment before frowning deeply. Her cloak fluttered, making it seem as if there were a breeze, though there was none. “He was behind us.”

      She didn’t need to say it, but Ty knew that Roson had an advantage she didn’t have. He could track the egg. He was one of the Dragon Touched. He would be able to find them, stop them, and disrupt all of this.

      The priests moved farther ahead, and Ty hurried along the stone to catch up to them. At one point, he had to back away when a fountain of lava suddenly spurted much too close to him. One of the priests got burned on his arm and cried out as he swatted at it with his good hand.

      If it kept going like this, it was easy to think the priests would fall into the lava before they managed to complete the ceremony. Not only had the velum attacked them, but it seemed like the lava lake, and Ishantil itself, was attempting to keep them away.

      If they died, then what? What would happen to Zarinth?

      Still, Ty believed Ishantil would erupt. He wasn’t sure he believed there was anything the priests, or Gayal, or even he, would be able to do to prevent that. All of this was a mistake.

      Ishantil trembled.

      The priests stopped in front of the stone. It seemed to be floating in the middle of the lava, but was a pace off the shore of the lake.

      The High Priest raised his hands and continued chanting. The lava there was calmer, though an occasional bubble burbled to the top. When it burst, it did so with a hint of steam and heat and energy that radiated upward.

      Ty had no idea what the priest intended.

      The Dragon Thief, he corrected himself.

      The High Priest stepped to the edge, then he jumped.

      Ty held his breath, half expecting he would fall in, but he landed in the center of the stone and raised his hands again, crying out to the Flame. He didn’t understand all of what he said, but did get the gist of the message. He was praying to the Flame, calling out to it.

      The ground trembled, and the High Priest staggered on the platform, very nearly falling in.

      At the same time, one of the priests standing on the shoreline stumbled—and while the other priest grabbed for him, he wasn’t fast enough. The priest fell into the lava and screamed, the sound of his voice carrying, seeming to stir everything within the lake, then it disappeared as he continued burning.

      “They can’t do this,” Ty said.

      “The ceremony must come to fruition,” one of the priests said.

      Ty hurried over to him, trying to help, but he wasn’t going to be able to do anything here. “Even if you fall in?”

      Would Albion do something so foolish?

      He knew the answer to that immediately. Albion trusted in the Flame. He believed the Flame would provide, and he believed there was no danger in him being here.

      “It would be the will of the Flame.”

      Ty looked over to the lava lake. “It’s Ishantil. Not the Flame.”

      The priest on the shoreline jumped to the next stone. Now there were two priests out over the lava lake.

      He stood watching. If the High Priest had the egg, then would this be some sort of ceremony that would involve leaving the egg?

      With a start, he realized that the priests carried the dragon relics he had seen gathered on the shoreline of the lava lake—dragon relics that he suspected Gayal had brought up here.

      The ceremony. That was it. That was what this was about.

      The High Priest jumped again, and he was only two stones from the massive platform in the middle of the lava lake. Ty tensed, watching, and he could practically imagine him stumbling. Only he didn’t. He jumped again and landed, and now he only had one more jump to make. The other priest followed, his jumps far more comfortable, as if he had done this before. Maybe he had. Maybe this was some training practice for the Priests of the Flame, some way of proving themselves.

      Had Albion done it?

      Movement off to his right caught his attention and Ty frowned, staring into the distance. He had been paying attention to the priests, watching them jump out of the lava, but now he saw this movement, and couldn’t help but wonder if he had overlooked something.

      It had to be Roson.

      “What is he after?” Ty muttered.

      “You should leave him,” Gayal said.

      “You don’t want to keep him from harming the priests, or prevent him from stopping the ceremony, or…” Ty had no idea, but knew he felt a growing urgency to make sure this ceremony finished. If it worked, then they might be safe. If it didn’t, then nothing would really matter.

      The High Priest had reached the main platform, and he held his hands up. He chanted, though it was difficult to hear over the hissing of the lava lake. Ty heard Ishantil and Flame, but nothing else. He continued his cry, calling out to the Flame. The other priest hesitated as the ground trembled and he stumbled. Ty wanted to look away, knowing he didn’t want to see another priest fall into the lava, but the priest managed to keep himself upright, then jumped, landing on the main platform, tumbling forward, and getting to his feet.

      Ty breathed out a sigh of relief.

      Now he had to see what Roson intended.

      Ty darted off, heading to his right and looping around the lake. He hurried, thinking he had seen something. He didn’t know what it was, but he wanted to make sure the priests weren’t bothered. Maybe it was nothing more than the velum, but they had steered clear of the lava lake, almost as if they were afraid of it.

      He moved carefully and backed closer to the trees, concealing himself. He kept the lake in view, making his way around it, then caught sight of another cloaked figure.

      It had to be Roson, but why was he going the opposite way around the lava lake? Ty followed him, curious as to why he would be making his way here, and what he might have found. There had to be something here, didn’t there? Ty carefully trailed after him.

      Every so often, the ground would tremble again and Ty would have to catch himself, holding on to one of the trees to keep from stumbling. At one point, the trembling intensified and seemed to last longer than usual. He glanced back at the lava lake, looking to see the High Priest holding his hands up in the air, each one grasping something that glowed with a bright light.

      Dragon pearls, he suspected. The size would be right.

      Had they found the dragon pearls Ty had taken from the temple? That would mean Roson had gone back to Ty’s home, broken into the floorboards, and taken them.

      Unless the High Priest had others.

      But what was he doing with them?

      He continued following Roson, making his way around the outskirts of the lake. He could still hear the priests chanting, the steady rise and fall of their voices. Thankfully, no other priest had fallen into the lake, but how long would this last? How soon would Ishantil be calmed?

      What am I thinking? It wasn’t going to work like that.

      But Ty had started to believe. He had allowed himself to start thinking that maybe there would be something significant he could be a part of—something that would save all of Zarinth.

      A rustling behind him caught his attention and he paused.

      Had Gayal followed him?

      He didn’t see her behind him, though he looked along the shoreline. He saw that the High Priest still had his hands raised completely in the air, the dragon relics set on the stone around him. A glow radiated from his hands, building slowly and steadily—a bright light mixed with his chanting. As Ty watched, he felt a stirring within him again. It was strange that he would continue to feel those stirrings while being so close to the priests, as if maybe there really was some connection between them and the Flame.

      Albion would love to hear that.

      The rustling in the trees came again, and Ty looked up.

      A velum had followed him.

      It was a small one—maybe even one he had seen before. He was tempted to scare it away, but he didn’t want to draw attention to his presence here, and certainly didn’t want Roson to know he was here. Instead, he tried to wave his hand, thinking he might be able to send it scurrying into the jungle, and again, he wished he could whistle the way his mother had taught him. He didn’t dare try it now. If he did, and if it was the wrong sound, the velum might shriek at him. That would be a mistake.

      Instead, he tried to ignore it. He moved carefully, chasing after Roson.

      As Ty neared him, he found Roson approach an alcove near the edge of the lava lake. It was on the far end, a place Ty had never visited before, and off the path leading around the lake. The footing was trickier here, and had he not seen Roson making his way through, Ty might not have ventured this far. Was this some way of attacking the priests? Or was this his way of trying to figure out how to capture the Dragon Thief?

      He reached the alcove and crouched down near a cluster of rocks.

      Ty frowned.

      What was Roson doing?

      What Ty had thought was a cluster of rocks couldn’t be the dragon relics he’d seen by Gayal earlier, could it? It didn’t look anything like them.

      The High Priest cried out again and there came a bursting explosion.

      Ty glanced back and saw the fire bubbling from the center of the lava lake. Flames circled around something. The priest’s hands were empty.

      The ground trembled softly, stirring for a moment, but then fell still.

      Maybe the priests were on to something. Maybe they could calm Ishantil.

      Ty turned his attention back to the figure by the alcove. The hood of the cloak slipped back just a little bit and Ty’s breath caught.

      It wasn’t Roson James. It was Albion.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Ty approached slowly, watching his brother near the rocky outcropping by the end of the lava lake. “Albion? They said you returned to the city.”

      He looked over to Ty and frowned deeply. “You need to get out of here, Ty.”

      “What are you doing here? Why aren’t you with the High Priest?”

      He frowned, something in his eyes flickering. “I’m doing what needs to be done.”

      Ty continued forward, moving carefully and coming up to stand behind Albion, who shook his head, trying to warn him off, but Ty wasn’t going to have any of it. “What are you doing?” he whispered.

      “Ty…”

      Ty looked past him and saw that Albion had something that wasn’t at all a rock.

      It was oblong, smooth and round, and far too regular to be a rock, even rocks that were in this part of the world. It was one Ty had held before—then lost.

      “You have the dragon egg,” Ty whispered.

      Albion pressed his lips together. “You shouldn’t be here.”

      “And you shouldn’t have the dragon egg.” Understanding began to dawn on Ty. Here he had thought the High Priest was the Dragon Thief, but that hadn’t been it at all. He had misread the entire situation. “It’s you,” he said. “You’re the Dragon Thief.”

      “Ty, you don’t really know what’s going on.”

      “I know what’s happening,” Ty said. “I know the egg is some sort of offering. I know the Tecal and the Dragon Touched are trying to use it to draw out the Dragon Thief. And I know there is some strange dynamic taking place within the kingdom that I can’t fully understand.”

      “This will calm Ishantil,” Albion said. “It absorbs heat. Incredible heat. And power. It’s the only way to stop this.” He looked over to Ty. “It’s the only way to see if they will return.”

      They?

      What did his brother think to do with the egg?

      “How did you become the Dragon Thief?” Ty asked.

      Albion watched him a moment. “It was my way of finding them—at first. Then it became something more when I learned more. I had to. Now you need to—”

      A rustling came from behind him and Ty spun to see Roson stumbling through the trees, storming toward them with a pair of soldiers behind him. He had his hands out and something glowed within them, something Ty couldn’t quite see, though he could feel it, strangely enough.

      For a moment, Ty feared Roson had brought a dragon, but he hadn’t.

      “There you are,” Roson said. He ignored Ty, looking at Albion. “I felt it. The moment it left the temple, I was aware of it. I’ve been waiting for this moment. Following you. Did you really think you could bring it here?”

      “You can’t have it. We need it to complete the Asharlath Ceremony; otherwise, Zarinth will fall,” Albion said, turning and facing Roson. He kept his hands at his sides and Ty noticed he had them clenched, though there seemed to be a glowing from within them too.

      Could his brother have learned to use dragon magic?

      He had been surprised to see the priests had the dragon pearls, but they had some sort of intrinsic magic, so he wasn’t shocked they could cause a glow. The priests themselves shouldn’t be able to do any magic.

      “I doubt the priesthood has trained you to fully understand how to use that,” Roson said to Albion. “And I do not care if Zarinth falls. What is one more city of those who cause trouble to the king? One more city where the followers of the Flame challenge his authority?”

      Ty wasn’t even sure how to feel. He wanted to save Eastley. That was what had brought him here, but now he felt a different conflict. This was his brother. How could he leave Albion?

      More than that, if the ceremony really would save Zarinth, shouldn’t he be a part of it?

      “Leave him alone,” Ty said.

      Roson glanced over at Ty briefly before turning his attention back to Albion. “Interesting. Are the two of you somehow connected? I thought the priests took a vow of celibacy, committing themselves to the Flame.”

      “You won’t touch him,” Ty said. He positioned himself in front of Roson, blocking him from reaching Albion. “You wanted to find the Dragon Thief. Well, you found me.”

      Roson looked at him and a lazy smile curled his lips. “We have already discussed how you are not the Dragon Thief.”

      “But I am,” Ty said. “You just don’t know it yet.”

      Roson chuckled. “Unfortunately, I have seen exactly what you are—or perhaps fortunately, for you. At this point, you might as well return to the city. You will find it safer. But not for much longer.”

      “I’m not letting you have him,” Ty said.

      “And Roson is not getting the egg,” Albion said.

      Roson glanced past both of them and clucked, shaking his head. “You make a mistake challenging me.” The glowing in his fists intensified.

      Ty hazarded a look back and held on to the dragon-bone dagger. He had no choice. This was his brother, and he needed Ty’s help. He stormed toward Roson, dagger in hand, and suddenly felt wrapped in bands of flame.

      It was the same sensation he had felt when he had been captured. He could do nothing. He was held in place, tormented by Roson’s band of power. Ty tried twisting his hands behind him, then stumbled and slammed into the two soldiers.

      The suddenness of the blow tossed one of them off his feet and he staggered away, but before the other soldier could react, the first one fell into the lava lake. He cried out and Ty turned away.

      Roson looked back. “Hold him,” he snapped to the remaining soldier.

      The soldier grabbed Ty and held tightly to him, but he didn’t need to do anything. The bands of power wrapping around Ty made it so he couldn’t really move even if he wanted to. He tried to struggle, but the power was too much, and it confined him.

      Roson approached Albion. “I will have that egg. It will be returned to the king. And then you and I will have a conversation about the other items you have taken throughout the kingdom,” he sneered.

      Albion held out his hands, which continued glowing.

      The Dragon Touched stormed toward him, power flowing from him. Ty could feel it, but couldn’t do anything about it. He had felt that same power before, the way it had wrapped around him, leaving him with a strange burning sensation and rendering him helpless.

      As that energy slammed into Albion, he didn’t move.

      Instead, he spread his hands and whistled, of all things.

      It was an odd, familiar sound, almost a cry. His mother’s whistle.

      Albion had remembered.

      He could feel heat radiating from his brother, though he didn’t know what he did to make that happen. There was an energy coming off him, and Ty recognized that Albion deflected anything Roson did to him, preventing him from attacking.

      There came a shout from behind, and the grip around Ty loosened. Ty turned to see the soldier grabbing at his back as a velum clawed at him. Another came, then another. They jumped out of the trees, descending upon the soldier.

      Ty wasn’t sure he could prevent them from attacking, especially as Roson tried to hold on to him with his strange magic, but maybe he could mimic the whistle his brother had used.

      Ty had heard that whistle so many times when he was younger. He had tried to use it, to mimic the sound, but had failed. He didn’t have the same technique or skill as his brother. He barely remembered the sound.

      But now hearing it from Albion, it struck a chord, reminding him of the way his mother had whistled, the strange trill at the end, the curl of it on his tongue. It was the sound Albion had always managed to copy.

      Ty wondered if he might be able to recreate it now. He started whistling.

      At first, it didn’t work, but gradually he started to shift it, joining in with the sound his brother had made.

      One of the velum approached, but as soon as Ty started whistling, it turned away and stalked toward Roson, who seemed not to pay any mind to the fact that the velum were approaching. He focused only on Albion, as if Albion were a greater challenge and threat than any of the velum.

      Ty continued to whistle.

      More and more velum approached, jumping out of the trees, and they crawled toward Albion and Roson.

      Albion continued his whistling too, and the rising pitch of it carried out into the jungle, toward the lava lake, and over to Roson James.

      Albion’s whistle suddenly shifted, turning into a high-pitched crescendo. When it ended, there came a sudden shriek. Five of the velum darted forward. All of them had dragon-bone knives clutched in hand, and all of them tore at Roson.

      Roson turned to them, waving his hand in a tight spiral outward, and it must’ve created some sort of barrier, for as the velum tried to strike him, they now bounced off some invisible shielding. He pressed outward and the velum shrieked again, stabbing at the barrier with their knives.

      The knives didn’t make any difference to Roson, as he used his Dragon Touched power to deflect the velum. He was glowing softly, and Ty realized he had something made of bone wrapped around his wrist, like a bracelet. But what sort of bone was that?

      Ty had seen bone like that before. Teeth. The dragon teeth he had seen in the drawer. And Roson James had formed them into a bracelet?

      Roson shook the velum off.

      “Get out of here,” Albion told Ty. “You don’t need to be here. Let me finish this. We can finish the ceremony, Ishantil can calm down, and everything can return to normal.”

      Normal. Ty had no idea what normal even was anymore. The only thing he knew was that his brother was here, his brother was the Dragon Thief, and his brother…

      “No,” Ty said. “Did you ever stop looking for them?”

      Albion glanced over to him. “I told you I didn’t.”

      Albion turned, holding his hands up, flames arcing from one hand to the next.

      Was Albion a Dragon Touched?

      “How can I help?” Ty asked.

      “Call the velum,” Albion said.

      Ty continued to whistle, letting the sound drift into the air, yet he wasn’t sure he was doing enough. The velum were coming, but Roson was too powerful. He was able to deflect them far more easily than Ty would’ve expected.

      “It’s not working,” Ty said.

      Albion glanced behind him. “Then you need to complete the ceremony. The egg. It’s the only thing that will calm Ishantil. It’s what will give all of us a chance.”

      “What needs to happen? I don’t have the dragon pearls,” he said, acknowledging that he had taken them from the temple. “I’m not sure what’s required.”

      “The dragon pearls were a means of hiding the egg, nothing more,” Albion said. “And they aren’t needed. The Flame.”

      “Albion—”

      “I know you don’t have faith, Tydornen,” he said and stepped forward, power strangely blooming around them and pushing back against Roson. Albion continued whistling, his cry building, lifting into the air, carrying outward, and the velum responded, streaking forward and attacking Roson.

      How had Ty ever thought his brother had abandoned their parents?

      This wasn’t the kind of man who would do that. He still remembered and used all the lessons their parents had taught him. He remembered his mother’s whistle and he followed his father’s faith in the Flame.

      Albion had been the more faithful son out of the two of them.

      Ty might’ve been paying people to try to get answers, but Albion had been out there doing this.

      And now…

      “Mother always wanted you to find your faith. She always wanted you to know the truth. Now you must find it. Finish this,” Albion continued.

      The ground rumbled again, almost as if Ishantil answered for Ty, crying out to him and his brother.

      Ty staggered forward and grabbed the egg resting on the ground.

      He felt heat surge behind him that built steadily, rising with intensity.

      There were dragon relics scattered around the egg—small ones, little more than the size of his hand, the kind their mother had always chased after.

      Ty held the egg, noticing its warmth, and as he turned to his brother, watching as he spread his hands, heat and fire radiating between them, he found Albion locked in place, as if unable to move.

      “The Flame,” his brother said. “You must have faith.”

      Ty turned.

      He could feel the heat rising still, then he started to feel something looping around him, the same heat that Roson had used on him before. Ty whistled to the velum, letting that sound carry. There was another wrestling in the trees, and the power that had looped around him managed to release. Ty took a step toward the lava lake, toward the rumbling of Ishantil that was threatening to toss him into the lava.

      Then Ty held the egg out. He looked over his shoulder at Albion, and found him clenching his jaw and staring. Ty released the egg.

      It dropped into the lava, drifting out.

      The ground trembled, and a massive fountain of flame shot up around the egg, spurting into the air. Ty backed up.

      Was I too late? Would Ishantil erupt anyway?

      Then the flames and lava were somehow drawn toward the egg, which dropped down into the lava. Ty stood transfixed.

      “The relics,” Albion said. “Add the relics.”

      “What? Why?”

      “I don’t know, but they must be a part of the ceremony.”

      Ty grabbed for the relics. He was going to toss this incredible wealth into the lava lake? He scooped them up, the obsidian making them heavy, and noticed how perfectly smooth they were, how carefully sculpted.

      “The expedition found them nearby. They were sacrifices,” Albion said, his voice strained. The velum continued to attack Roson, and Albion was doing whatever he could to keep them attacking, but it wasn’t going to be enough.

      They might be able to finish the ceremony and find a way to stop the eruption, but would that really work?

      Ty tossed the first of the relics into the lava.

      It floated, and it didn’t burn.

      That was strange.

      He dropped another. And another. There were five in total, and when the last one dropped, they floated into the lake, drifting, and he realized they were drawn toward where the egg disappeared, surrounding it.

      The sculptures floated in the lava, then began to sink.

      Ty stared.

      The ground trembled again, then fell still. The lava lake bubbled for a moment, then also fell still, leaving no relics remaining.

      Behind him, Ty could feel the fight waging, the energy from Roson lashing out at his brother, at the velum, then the velum, too, fell silent and still.

      Ty turned to see his brother wrapped, arms trapped at his sides, jaw still clenched.

      Roson flicked his gaze to Ty. “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “The Dragon Thief was the prize. The egg was nothing more than bait. In this, you have served your king well.”

      Ty said nothing. He hadn’t served the king. He had done nothing other than try to help his brother. Roson started pushing Albion away.

      Albion looked back at him. “Follow the Flame, Tydornen. Always. The Flame will guide you.”

      Ty looked through the trees, toward the platforms the priests had jumped onto for their ceremony, and he realized something. They had been a distraction.

      They had wanted to draw out anyone who might think to stop their ceremony, when the real ceremony was dropping the egg into the lava, as Albion had intended to do and Ty ultimately completed.

      The ground continued to tremble, though a bit less than before. It seemed as if Ishantil truly had begun to ease, relaxing, no longer as violent or angry as she had been.

      Albion locked eyes with Ty for just a moment, but then he and Roson slipped into the trees, following the foot-worn path.

      They still had to descend the mountain. He wasn’t going to allow Roson to take Albion from him, not when Ty felt like he might actually have a chance of getting his brother back.

      But he felt another surge of heat behind him. He turned, staring at the lava lake.

      The fire seemed to swirl, and he was surprised to see a dragon-like face appear, then it faded.

      It was brief, and he assumed it was only his imagination again, but he couldn’t help himself from wondering how much of it might have been real.

      Had the egg hatched?

      That’s not possible.

      But the egg had calmed Ishantil.

      What else might have been real?

      Follow the Flame.

      He had no idea what that would mean for him, but it was time to find out.
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      Ty raced down the path after Roson and Albion, who had moved farther ahead of him than he had expected. By the time he caught up with the others, the priests were still chanting, and he earned an annoyed look from Gayal, who glanced over at him.

      He had tried whistling to the velum, thinking he might be able to draw them in and limit what Roson did to Albion, but they didn’t respond, almost as if the Dragon Touched had some way of deterring them.

      “Roson has my brother,” Ty said to Gayal.

      “But the ceremony succeeded,” she responded.

      He frowned at her. “That’s all you care about?”

      “What is the Dragon Thief before the safety of the city?”

      “You used him.”

      “No,” she said. “He was here. Part of a greater plan, one that Roson James thankfully did not understand.”

      “You knew it was my brother?”

      She said nothing.

      “You have to help him. I don’t know what Roson will do to him—”

      “He will bring him to the king, as he must, in order to prove himself a faithful servant to the throne.” She looked over to him. The treetops rustled, and Ty glanced up briefly, wondering if there might be velum coming toward them, but there was no sign of them. “I will see your friend released. That will be my gift for your service.”

      She started away, and Ty didn’t even know what to say in response.

      He turned to the High Priest, the man he had thought was the Dragon Thief.

      “Doesn’t it even bother you?” Ty asked.

      “Does what bother me?” the High Priest asked, looking in his direction.

      “That Roson James has taken Albion.”

      “The Flame will provide,” the High Priest said.

      Ty glared at him, but the High Priest ignored him, continuing his way down the path, still chanting. Every so often, Ty would look up at the trees and see the velum had come, though they didn’t try to get too close. He had to run after Roson. He could still catch up to them. He might even manage to get the velum to attack and help him free Albion. He wasn’t about to leave his brother behind.

      But what was going to happen next?

      He caught up to Gayal. She was marching along the Path of the Flame, moving steadily, easily, practically floating on the stairs, unmindful of how steep they were. The priests were behind them, and in the distance, he could hear the sound of movement, that of people parting through the dense jungle. It had to be Roson and Albion.

      “If Roson goes back to the capital with Albion, what will the king do to my brother?” Ty asked.

      She turned to him, frowning. “I can’t say.”

      “Will he be sentenced to die?”

      She said nothing.

      “Roson would see him given the king’s justice. But Albion was just trying to save Zarinth. That’s what you wanted too,” Ty said.

      She remained silent.

      “He doesn’t even care about the egg. It was all about the Dragon Thief,” he continued.

      “I’m sorry you got caught up in this. Now that Ishantil is calm, you can return to your home. Your friend will be released, as I said.”

      Could that be it? Could that be all he would do now?

      He didn’t feel like that was the case. He felt like something had changed for him.

      He had been prepared to leave Zarinth.

      The idea that his brother was the Dragon Thief had left him shocked, but he couldn’t deny what he’d seen. He looked over to Gayal, waiting for her to say something more or argue with him, but she was silent.

      Ty raced down the Path of the Flame, bolting along the stairs and trying not to fall. Only after he stepped free of the jungle, toward the city, the quiet of Ishantil almost overwhelming, did he catch up to Roson. He was leading Albion, who stood stiffly—likely wrapped in bands of Dragon Touched power.

      Ty darted toward him.

      Roson merely glanced at Ty, looking over to him, then heat bloomed along Ty’s arms, chest, and back—then he froze. He couldn’t move.

      Two other Dragon Touched were there, the dragon between them.

      What was I thinking?

      “No, Tydornen,” Albion said.

      “Do not intervene, or the same will happen to you,” Roson sneered.

      “I’m going to get him free,” Ty said.

      Roson watched him. “Will you? You are not the Dragon Thief.”

      He turned away, dragging Albion with him. The two other Dragon Touched—and the dragon—went with him.

      “Keep looking, Tydornen,” Albion called. “The answers are out there. I never stopped.”

      Ty was forced to stare after him as Albion was dragged away. His brother was going to be taken from the city, away from him. But his brother had never abandoned their parents, not the way Ty had believed.

      Somehow, that seemed to make everything better—and worse.

      Ty made his way into the city, hurrying after Roson, but lost him in the crowd that still lingered. He found himself near the temple, looking up at it. He lost track of how long he was staring at the Flame burning.

      “What happened?”

      He turned and looked over to see Bingham. How much should he tell him? Olivia must’ve gotten to him, which he appreciated, but there was still the issue of how much he could trust Bingham.

      “My brother was the Dragon Thief,” Ty told him.

      Bingham glanced over, a deep frown on his face. “Albion?”

      He nodded. “And he brought the egg up to the lava lake, where I dropped it in.”

      Bingham said nothing for a long moment. Ty wondered if he’d be upset. That was a prize Bingham had hoped to keep for himself. He surprised Ty by laughing. “I imagine that didn’t sit well with the Dragon Touched or the Tecal.”

      “That’s just it,” Ty said. “I think the Tecal knew what was going to happen. Now Albion is going to the king, a captive, the Dragon Thief.”

      Bingham took a deep breath and clasped Ty’s shoulder. “I’ll help you. Whatever you need. You know I’ll help you.”

      Ty looked over at Bingham. It surprised him that he would be so willing to help, but hadn’t Bingham offered his help ever since Ty had first met him? He was his mother’s friend.

      “I think I’m going to have to go after my brother in the capital.”

      “It’s going to take money,” Bingham said.

      It wasn’t as if he was starting from scratch. He had money—at least, he had a way to get money, even if it meant selling the dragon pearls he’d stolen from the temple. And there was still the gold he had under his floorboards.

      “I still need to figure out what happened to my parents, but at least I know I wasn’t the only one looking for them. Albion was too. That’s the reason he became the Dragon Thief.”

      “Where do you think we should start?” Bingham asked.

      He glanced over at Bingham. “You’re asking me?”

      “It’s your family, Tydornen.”

      Ty looked back, toward the jungle. “The Tecal claims she’s going to release Eastley. We need to make sure she does that first, but then I think it’s time to find my brother.” He looked over to Bingham and recognized the conflicted expression in his eyes. He had always known that Bingham cared about Ty’s mother, and with their shared interest in dragon relics, it had to be more than just a passing familiarity; in fact, Bingham’s anguished look left Ty thinking it was perhaps even more than what he had believed before. “I’m going to save Albion.”

      “It’s going to take a skilled thief to do it,” Bingham said.

      “It’s going to take the Dragon Thief.”

      Bingham snorted. “I’m not so sure. It might just take you—and whomever you’re willing to work with, assuming you don’t intend to do this alone.”

      He wasn’t sure. Not yet. But for now, it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that Zarinth was safe. Eastley would be freed. And despite his brother getting dragged away by Roson James, Ty strangely felt as if he had him back after all these years.

      Ty suspected he would have to track back up the side of the mountain, but only after he learned a little more. To understand how to help his brother and parents, he needed to know more about what he’d seen on Ishantil: the fiery form of the dragon, the relics and the egg—all of it.

      Uncovering those truths might be the Dragon Thief’s greatest accomplishment. And Ty would be the one to live up to that name as he did it.
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        * * *

      

      Pick up the next book in The Dragon Thief: Within the Dragon’s Jaw.
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      A captured thief holds the key to the kingdom.

      Having learned the truth about the Dragon Thief and saving Zarinth, an impossible decision will bring Ty away from the only home he’s known.

      When a dangerous priest demands his help finding something the Dragon Thief failed to find, Ty must finish the job even the Dragon Thief had failed to complete, but must stay ahead of Roson James and the Dragon Touched.

      The prize will secure the Dragon Thief’s freedom, but there’s even more at stake than Ty can imagine.

      If he succeeds, he might stop a war—and learn a truth long hidden from him about his connection to dragons.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading Path of the Flame. I hope you enjoyed it. If you would be so kind as to take a moment to leave a review on Amazon or elsewhere, I would be very grateful.

      I’m also always happy to hear from readers! Email me at dkh@dkholmberg.com. I try to respond to each message. Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook as well!

      Review link HERE.

      

      All my best,

      D.K. Holmberg

      

      p.s. If you haven’t signed up already, subscribe to my newsletter for a few free books as well as to be the first to hear about new releases and the occasional giveaway.

      

      
        
        For more information:

        www.dkholmberg.com
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