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      The merchant’s home near the eastern edge of the city rose taller than most of the others in Zarinth. Ty approached it carefully, slowly, skirting along nearby buildings so that he could remain hidden in the shadows. There was no need to move quickly at this time of night. This was when he was most comfortable.

      “Which one are we targeting?”

      Ty glanced over to Olivia. They were of a similar age and had worked together on a job before, but he still struggled with the relationship they shared and whether he could trust her.

      Perhaps that wasn’t even true. Ty knew exactly how much he could trust her, which was not at all. Still, he couldn’t shake the attraction he felt toward her. He had felt it from the moment that he had first met her, though she had played him. Even helping him deal with the danger of Ishantil and finding the dragon egg had left him thinking that she might still be playing him.

      “The largest of them. This job can’t go the way the last one did.”

      Olivia glowered at him, pressing her full lips together. She had her bright red hair bundled beneath a scarf, keeping it from being overly noticeable, though she wasn’t above using her looks to help her complete the job.

      “Are you sure we can get in there?”

      Ty looked along the street. A pair of leather-clad soldiers wearing the dragon emblem of the ghost king marched in the distance, as they often did in this part of the city. There was far too much wealth and power situated here.

      “If we do the job the right way, there won’t be any difficulty getting in. You have to make sure you are doing your part and not trying to sneak past. Do you think you can do that?”

      She continued to stare at him, the irritation that lingered on her face almost amusing, or it would’ve been if they didn’t need to work together.

      “I can do the job,” she said.

      “Good. I don’t want you to—”

      “I know what you don’t want me to do. You’ve made that abundantly clear, Ty. And I think I’ve explained myself to you enough that I don’t have to keep doing it.”

      Ty wasn’t about to argue with her about that, not when they were about ready to pull a job. If he hadn’t needed help, he would’ve done this on his own. Even knowing that he needed help, there was a part of him that had been tempted to ask Eastley, though he hadn’t seen nearly as much of Eastley lately. It was almost as if Eastley had avoided them since the issue with the Dragon Touched.

      “We work together on this,” he said.

      “I’m here, aren’t I?”

      “Just because you are here doesn’t mean that I can…” Ty shook his head. He shouldn’t keep pushing the issue. She was here, and he needed to keep that in mind. “Follow me, and we take only what we agreed to. Can you do that much, at least?”

      She shifted her scarf so that it fit around her hair better. “Honestly, Ty, you have become awfully jumpy since the Dragon Touched left.”

      “They haven’t left,” Ty said, sweeping his gaze along the street. In this section of the city, the Dragon Touched were less common, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t be found. They often made their way through the city, as if wanting to make their presence known. “Just Roson James.”

      “And he has your brother.”

      Ty nodded slowly. He had Ty’s brother. There wasn’t much to do about it that than to take the job and do what he could so that he could appeal to the king. At least, that was what he continued to tell himself.

      “Are you ready?”

      Olivia had a little pout to her chin as she nodded, which was effective for pulling specific jobs, though on this one a cute face wasn’t going to get her past any soldiers. This one was more about stealth. Olivia could move stealthily. He had seen her do so, but her skills were less about stealth and more about seduction.

      “We need to walk down the street and double-check that there aren’t any lights inside. Then we will loop around to the back. Nothing more,” he said.

      She opened her mouth as if she wanted to say something. When she closed her mouth again, Ty breathed out. He shouldn’t be frustrated with her. She had made her peace, and he had as well. But her description of what had happened between them kept coming back to him.

      A business transaction.

      That was all he was.

      Wasn’t it the same for him, though? Wouldn’t he do anything to help his parents, at least if he could discover anything about them?

      And now it was about getting to Albion. Somehow.

      The soldiers had moved off, leaving an empty street in front of them. Shadows formed in the darkness where the lantern lights situated along the street didn’t quite reach. In this part of the city, there were quite a few lanterns staggered along the street, illuminating almost everything.

      Ty darted forward, sliding through one of the pools of light before emerging on the far side in the darkness. Olivia chased after him, making too much noise. If he was alone, he would have weaved along the street, avoiding the light, but it was easier to hurry along in this way and drag her with him. Easier—and perhaps safer.

      “Come on,” he urged.

      He slipped forward along the street, not bothering to look back and see whether or not Olivia followed. He could hear her well enough.

      His gaze skimmed past nearby buildings. This section of the city had mostly merchant houses, although there were wealthier houses in other parts of the city. Ty hadn’t targeted this neighborhood very often. He’d avoided it, mostly because he hadn’t wanted the powerful merchant guild coming after him. If the merchant guild decided to push at trying to figure out who robbed them, then he would have a much harder time.

      One of the nearby buildings stood out amongst the others. It was smaller, though as far as Ty knew, the house was owned by one of the more influential merchants within the city. The style of the house fit the older part of the city, all stone block, black lava rock that had been dragged from Ishantil and stacked together and somehow fused to keep it in place. Lights glowed in the window, looking almost like flaming dragon eyes.

      “What are you looking at?” Olivia whispered.

      Ty shook his head. “I always liked that house,” he said.

      Olivia snorted. “I always thought you preferred the more expensive places. That is almost—”

      “Comfortable.”

      He slipped forward, though he found his attention still drawn to the house. It didn’t tower over the others the same way so many of them did, and it didn’t have nearly as large of a lawn around it, none of the manicured gardens or the elaborate sculpted trees like many of the other merchant houses had. It was simpler. Almost as if the house had been lifted out of the jungle and set down in this part of the city, with the trees that grew up around it more similar to those within the jungle that surrounded the city.

      Ty had given some thought to exploring the house. Not because Bingham had offered him any sort of target within it, but more out of curiosity. He did want to know what was inside. There had to be incredible rarities, given the merchant who owned it, who spent most of his time in the capital, seldom coming all the way to Zarinth. Though when he did, he made a point of spending.

      But this place wasn’t Ty’s target.

      Finish the job and then move on.

      Ty kept moving cautiously, creeping along the street. It was difficult to balance the need to move quickly and to appear as if he belonged here with the need to keep others from seeing him. Olivia modeled his movements, and they navigated as quickly through the streets as he thought was safe to do, and it was only when they neared the merchant’s home that he quickened his step, sweeping his gaze along it and then hurrying past until they reached a nearby intersection.

      “What did you see?” Ty asked, looking along the intersecting street to check for any signs of soldiers or other movement.

      “I’m not here for you to train me,” Olivia said. “You don’t need to be testing me. Bingham did that often enough when I first started working with him. I think I have proven myself.”

      Ty breathed out, suppressing his frustration. He didn’t need to be testing her. She was right. It didn’t mean that he still felt as if he could trust her with all aspects of the job.

      He flicked his gaze back toward the house. From this angle, it was difficult to tell much, but he had caught sight of movement in the house. Not only that, but there was a single candle glowing. If they entered the house, they had to be careful and avoid whoever was still inside.

      “Fine,” he snapped. “How many guards did you encounter?”

      Guards were worse than any soldiers. Any soldier would give up chase fairly quickly, but guards were hired. They could be ruthless, but they also had more on the line. Their job depended upon succeeding.

      “I counted two.” She glanced over to him, as if checking to make sure that he had seen the same. “One I was supposed to see, and another I wasn’t.”

      He nodded to himself. She was well-trained. His count matched hers. Bingham had taught him to identify the way that guards tend to patrol, looking for trampled grass indicating others that he couldn’t necessarily see. Not only that, but there was the occasional ember from whatever the guard might’ve been smoking. In this part of the world, tobacco was rare, though it did come from Carn at times. Mostly, jasroot harvested out of the jungle was preferred, though it had a fairly pungent aroma, which made it easy to detect when guards were smoking it.

      Two guards. Bingham’s information was accurate.

      He hadn’t been sure. There had been other jobs since Albion had been captured, other pieces of information suggesting a dragon relic would be found, and Ty had ended up empty-handed. Each time, the house, temple, or shop had either been looted already or the items were simply moved. Considering how many Dragon Touched had been in the city prior to Ishantil erupting, he suspected the latter. It was too hard to keep anything within Zarinth from being detected by the Dragon Touched.

      “Are you going to do this, or are we going to stand here talking?” Olivia asked.

      Ty snorted and motioned for her to follow.

      He found an alley running along the length of the street, and from here he knew he would only have to slip along the shadows and then disappear. Checking again to make sure there was no sign of movement, he hurried along the alley, guiding Olivia. He didn’t worry about concealing his presence quite as much. The alley was darker, anyway, which made it much easier to sneak along.

      “We’re going to make a single pass,” Ty said softly. “If we see anything—and I mean anything—that gives us pause, we get moving. The last few places Bingham has targeted have been useless, so we don’t need to break into any place that might not have anything.”

      “What about places that do have something?”

      “Then we get in there,” he said. “Still…”

      She waved her hand. “I’m not backing out. Something like what Bingham claimed was here will buy plenty of coin for my family.”

      “You already have plenty of coin for your family.”

      She stared at the house. “That’s to get them away. I’d like to help them get a start. A real start. A chance to thrive and not worry about the volcano erupting.” Her voice was soft, and there was a hitch to it, a note of real concern.

      He had heard that from her before, and he’d thought that he understood. She was worried about her family. It was the reason she had taken the jobs that she had. It was the reason she had betrayed him. It was the reason that he was a business transaction.

      That was if he could believe her.

      Ty wasn’t sure that he could.

      “Just stay with me. Like I said, if we see anything…”

      They drifted along the alley. Finding the merchant’s house was fairly easy even here. The alley ran along the backyards of each of the manor houses. Most of the yards were enormous, set away from the alley in such a way as to continue the garden around the house. The one they targeted stood up on a bit of a hill. No lights were visible as they passed the house, and Ty didn’t see any guards, which worried him.

      They reached the end of the alley, and he motioned for Olivia to crouch down alongside him. A stone wall pressed against his back, the surface of the river rock smooth, not at all like the cooled lava rock others used.

      “Did you see anything?” he asked Olivia.

      “Not much,” she said. “I didn’t see anything on the lawn, nothing along the wall, and no light in any windows from this angle. What about you?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Why do I get the sense that bothers you?”

      “It should bother you, too. We saw two soldiers in the front yard, so there has to be at least one in the back.” Probably more. The only way to know for sure would be to just go inside.

      “What are you thinking?”

      “Tonight is as good a night as any,” Ty said. “We might as well just get the job over with.”

      “We’re here, aren’t we?”

      Olivia was far more practical than he had ever believed. Why had he ever thought that she was innocent? There might have been an innocence to her once, but it was long gone.

      Ty slipped along the wall until he had positioned himself so he could simply climb over and land in the yard. There was no movement along the alley, though he didn’t expect there to be.

      When Olivia crouched down alongside him, he held his hand out.

      “Wait until I give you a signal.”

      “What signal?”

      He couldn’t really whistle in the darkness of night without raising any alarm. This house was unlikely to be the only one guarded, and if any of the nearby houses heard a whistle, they’d know someone was acting nearby, and it would likely arouse more suspicion. That was the other danger of some of these house guards. All it took was for one or more to get alerted, and…

      An idea came to him.

      “Here’s what I need you to do,” he said to Olivia. “Head down three houses. The funny-looking black stone house. I want you to jump into the yard, make some noise, and hurry back here.”

      “If you think this is some way of getting rid of me so that I don’t get paid—”

      “I’m not trying to get rid of you. We just need to draw attention away from here. Besides, if something happens and you get caught, you are going to have a far easier time getting away from it than I am. Could you just do this without questioning everything that I ask?”

      She regarded him for a moment, and he worried that she wasn’t going to do it. If not, then he certainly could, but he wanted to observe the reaction.

      Olivia slipped away without further argument. When she reached the section of the wall in front of that house, she darted up and over the wall, disappearing. Ty didn’t have to wait long. A shout rang out, followed by a shrill whistle, and then a darkened form appeared over the wall again, racing toward him.

      Ty grabbed Olivia, pressing her up against the wall and raising a finger to his lips.

      In each yard along the alley, shouts began to ring out.

      He jumped, rolling up onto the wall, and then flattened himself down, looking into the target yard. Five guards were visible. Four of them headed toward the neighboring yard, while one stayed situated near the rear entrance of the merchant’s home.

      He motioned for her to join him, and they lay on top of the wall.

      “There are more here than I expected,” she whispered.

      He nodded slowly. Bingham had known, which didn’t surprise him, though his knowledge lately had been somewhat out of date. Maybe his resources were getting back up to speed again.

      “More than I expected, too. You don’t have to do this. I don’t want you to get captured.”

      She flicked her gaze back and forth before turning to him. “We’re here. Need to finish this. Besides, already drawn away most of it. Unless you don’t think you can work fast enough…”

      “I can work quickly.”

      She started to smirk, and he ignored the implied taunt.

      He rolled down, landing in the yard, and froze. When Olivia joined him, they lingered in the back of the garden for a moment until Ty was certain they hadn’t been seen, then they wove through the garden. Moving past some of the towering shrubs that cast long shadows along the garden, they reached the back of the house. They had managed to avoid attention so far, but he wondered how long they would. It was possible they might draw more attention the moment they entered the house. If they did, he would run. He had an obligation to make sure that Olivia didn’t get caught up in this, especially as this was all for him.

      He tested one of the windows, finding it unlocked and motioning for Olivia follow.

      When they climbed through, the interior of the house was darkened. The air had a strange, almost sour stench to it. What Ty wouldn’t give for some sort of lantern he could use, but lighting anything here would only alert the homeowner to their presence, and he knew better than to draw any notice. The house guards outside would know they were there, too.

      “Where now?” Olivia leaned into Ty’s ear. Her voice was soft and her breath hot.

      “Main hall,” Ty whispered.

      They stepped out of the darkened room, and Ty looked around to make sure there was no other movement. Nothing moved around them.

      He hurried forward. If Bingham was right, and he usually was when it came to this sort of thing, they wouldn’t have to go very far to find what they were looking for.

      “Is that it?” Olivia asked, pointing.

      The candlelight that Ty had seen from outside illuminated a small statue near the doorway of the entrance to the house. Ty approached carefully, looking along the hall, sweeping his gaze around before crouching down in front of the sculpture. That was exactly what it was.

      It was shaped like a dragon made out of obsidian. The detail was impressive, and he wondered at the sculptor. A true relic.

      “Let’s get it and start moving,” Ty said.

      He tried to lift the sculpture, but it was incredibly heavy.

      He motioned for Olivia to join him, and between the two of them they pried it off the ground, but it was going to be nearly impossible to get it out of the house. The sculpture was probably only knee height and shouldn’t have been that heavy.

      “What should we—”

      Ty leaped forward, clamping a hand over Olivia’s mouth as movement in the darkness of the house caught his attention. Flush against the wall, he gazed down at the sculpture. They needed to get it out of the house, but they were not going to be strong enough to drag it easily.

      Bingham wouldn’t have known that it was this heavy, otherwise he would’ve sent more on this job. They had to get this sculpture out of here somehow.

      The shadowy movement disappeared, and he crouched down next to the sculpture. As he did, he realized that the glowing light in front of the statue wasn’t a candle at all. It was shaped like a candle, but the end of it didn’t flicker like a flame would.

      Dragon magic.

      He lifted the candle, holding it up. He touched it briefly, finding that it was warm but not hot to the touch.

      “Take this,” he whispered to Olivia.

      “What is it?”

      Ty shrugged. “Some sort of dragon magic, though I don’t really know. Just take it. Bingham will know what to do with it.”

      They could sell it to someone. There were plenty of collectors within the city, those who were reputable and those who didn’t necessarily care about where they acquired their relics.

      He reached for the statue again, preparing to drag it, but it came up easily this time.

      He almost fell backward.

      “What did you do?” Olivia whispered.

      He suppressed a chortle of laughter. “It seems the dragon magic holds the statue in place.”

      Not only that, but it cast illumination upon it, giving it a gentle glow.

      “Come on. Now that we have this…”

      Footsteps thundered along the floorboards upstairs.

      They didn’t have much time before somebody came down.

      He glanced the way they had come. No, too many guards. The footsteps pounded above him. They’re too close. He looked desperately at the front door. Only choice.

      It was too much like the last job they had taken together. That one had been her mistake, her greed, that had nearly gotten them caught. This time their perils were a believed dragon relic and the need to move quickly.

      “I think we have to take the front door,” he grumbled.

      “And the guards?”

      “We avoid them. If we can’t, then you might need to work your little magic. See if you can’t con them the way that you like to con everyone you come around.”

      He didn’t give her a chance to snap at him, though she looked as if she wanted to. He pulled the door open, clutching the sculpture, and hesitated. There was no sign of any movement, the night quiet, the shadows around the house motionless, which should’ve reassured him but actually left him nervous.

      As soon as he stepped through the door, a figure in the shadows drew his eye.

      Then there came the sound of footsteps thundering from inside the house.

      That made the decision for them.

      Ty pulled on Olivia. “Run.”

      “If you get me caught…”

      This time, he couldn’t blame Olivia. She had helped, despite how much he might begrudge admitting that. So he ran, moving as quickly as he could along with Olivia, half expecting to be caught at any moment, though the sound of the pursuit faded as they ran. At one point, Olivia looked over and started laughing.

      Despite everything else, he laughed with her, and some of the tension faded.

      They had a dragon relic.

      Now he had to use it to get to Albion.
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      Ty panted as he skidded to a stop in front of Bingham’s. It was dark, but darkness didn’t always make a difference when it came to his store. The windows had a dirty film over them, an intentional way of concealing activity inside the building, but a faint light glowed in the back, letting him know that somebody was there.

      Still, he slipped around the street until he reached the alley and headed along it until he got to the rear entrance of Bingham’s shop. It was safer that way. He knocked two times, paused, then knocked three times.

      He didn’t have to wait long before Bingham pulled open the door, poking his head out briefly and then motioning for him to come inside.

      “Just you?”

      “We split up as we left.”

      “What happened?”

      Ty moved through Bingham’s shop. There were rows of dragon relics, or at least seemed to be, even though he knew that they were not. For the most part, Bingham kept nothing other than forgeries here. When there was the occasional dragon relic here, it blended in more easily, hiding from anybody who might find it. That didn’t necessarily keep any Dragon Touched from uncovering the truth of the relics, but it did make it more complicated.

      There were also some dragon remnants here, which were easier for the Dragon Touched to find but also easier for Bingham to explain. He had wondered when he had first learned that Bingham kept dragon remnants in his shop until he made the connection that the dragon bone remnants would detract from any relic that he had.

      “The usual,” he finally answered, setting the sculpture down.

      Bingham glowered at him. “I taught you better than that.”

      “You only think that you did,” Ty said.

      “Do you care to tell me what happened?”

      “The job is done. We had little trouble. There were far more guards in the house than anticipated.”

      “It’s been like that all around the city,” Bingham muttered, shaking his head. “You should have anticipated it.”

      Was Bingham actually blaming him?

      It was Bingham’s information, and if anyone was to blame for something happening, it would be Bingham, not him. But leave it to Bingham to make it seem like it was his fault.

      “Fine. It’s my fault. You provided perfect information. Still, the job is done.”

      “And what about Olivia?” Bingham asked.

      Ty snorted. It shouldn’t have irritated him, but it still did. There was a part of him that was bothered by the fact that it seemed like Bingham was more concerned about her. Thieves like Ty were easy to find, he suspected. Thieves like Olivia…

      She had natural abilities that he simply couldn’t dream of.

      “That is what you were after, isn’t it?” Ty asked, motioning to the sculpture.

      Bingham turned his attention from Ty and knelt down in front of the sculpture. “It is a true relic, isn’t it?”

      “Did you doubt me?”

      “I stopped doubting you a long time ago,” Bingham said softly.

      “Will it be enough?”

      “I don’t know,” Bingham admitted. “It’s possible that it won’t be. It depends upon how much the king values the Dragon Thief.” He looked over to Ty, and there was a hint of emotion in his eyes. That was unusual. “You might have to see if that Tecal will help. Especially if she and James are at odds.”

      He had considered that is a possibility, though it seemed to Ty that Gayal Holt had been far more interested in ensuring the safety of Ishantil, at least after they had succeeded. Prior to that…

      Prior to that, she had been after the dragon egg. That was all that it seemed like she was after. Maybe she had been playing him the whole time, which he wouldn’t have necessarily put past her.

      “I might,” Ty said. He nodded to the sculpture. “They had an interesting security measure. They had some dragon magic holding it in place. We couldn’t move it. Only after we removed the influence were we able to lift the sculpture.”

      Bingham ran his hand along the surface of the sculpture. “Interesting,” he said. “I would not have expected them to have placed any sort of protection along it.”

      “The fact we were able to remove it should draw more attention to us,” Ty said.

      Bingham nodded. “I would agree with that. Are you sure that’s the kind of heat you want?”

      “I’m not after heat,” Ty said. He was after a way of reaching his brother. That was what this was about now. Dragon relics, the dragon pearls that he had taken from the temple, and perhaps a personal plea. That was his plan.

      Ty knew that it would be unlikely to be effective. Especially since Roson James had brought his brother away from Zarinth and to the capital, and that it seemed like Roson James and Holt had some animosity towards each other, as if they were battling for the king’s favor. Ty had the feeling that Holt played a different game than James, though. He wasn’t sure what it was. Not yet. With enough of an offering, a dragon relic or two, along with the dragon pearls, and perhaps even some dragon remnants, Ty had to hope that it would be enough.

      His brother, the Dragon Thief, had been captured, and now it was up to Ty to figure out what it would take to get him back. He didn’t know what that would involve, only that he had done what he claimed to have done on behalf of their missing parents.

      He needed to get more information, and this was the only way he knew how. It wasn’t nearly as extensive as what the Dragon Thief had done, especially as he had operated all throughout the kingdom. But if he could use him for smaller jobs—smaller compared to what the Dragon Thief had done, but still larger than his usual jobs—he had to think that he could gain the attention of those his brother had been working for. And it was possible Roson James—and Gayal—were still out there and watching for him.

      A knock came at the door behind them, and Bingham frowned before heading over to it. He waited for a moment, listening. The knock wasn’t the designated signal, which worried Ty.

      It didn’t repeat.

      He grabbed the sculpture and slipped it behind the counter, then hurried to the door. “What if it isn’t—”

      The knock came again, this time in the correct pattern. Bingham pulled open the door. Olivia was there, twisting a hand through her red hair.

      Bingham grabbed her wrist, pulling her inside. “What took you so long?” he snapped.

      “I was followed,” she said. “I lost them, so you don’t have to worry about me dragging them back here.”

      Ty looked over to Bingham before shaking his head. He slipped out of the shop and hurriedly made his way along the street. He saw no sign of patrol, though in the distance there were several soldiers lingering on one corner. There were always soldiers hovering on the corners these days, ever since Ishantil had erupted and half of the city had evacuated. He kept waiting for the presence to die down, but so far it had not.

      At least there were no sign of Dragon Touched. He looped around, watching the street before coming back to Bingham’s shop.

      When he stepped inside, Olivia glared at him. “Are you satisfied?”

      “I had to make sure,” Ty said.

      “I don’t know why you think you have to be the one to make sure I did it right. Maybe I should be double-checking your work. You aren’t the Dragon Thief, you know.”

      He bit back the comment that he wanted to make and turned to the sculpture, but the irritation was unfounded. She wasn’t wrong. He wasn’t the Dragon Thief. That was his brother. Somehow.

      Olivia joined him at the statue. He glanced over to her, but she didn’t look in his direction. He could smell her slight floral fragrance, a hint of rose, maybe lilac, and it smelled delightful.

      Those were thoughts he needed to push out of his mind.

      “Did you tell him about this?” Olivia pulled the strange candle out of her pocket and handed it to Ty.

      “That’s the dragon magic?” Bingham asked.

      “They used this to hold the sculpture in place,” he said, taking the candle from Olivia and testing it. He placed it in front of the sculpture and then tried to lift it. As it had within the merchant house, the sudden placement of the dragon magic candle made it so that he couldn’t lift it again. He could drag it from side to side, but actually lifting it off the ground was incredibly difficult. “It seems like it adds a hundred pounds to the sculpture,” Ty said.

      Bingham tried lifting it, grunting with the effort. “Interesting. I’ve seen different uses of dragon magic, but this is new.”

      “Maybe they were more concerned about the Dragon Thief than you realize.”

      “The Dragon Thief has not been active in Zarinth,” Ty said. Albion, he should’ve said. His brother had not been active in Zarinth.

      “That you know of,” Olivia said. When Bingham glanced in her direction, she shrugged, shifting her scarf and pulling it around her shoulders. “We don’t know if the Dragon Thief has been active here in the city. The only reason you learned was because you decided to break into the palace. Had you not, would you even have known?”

      It pained him to admit that he wouldn’t. His brother could have come and gone, and he would’ve had no idea.

      It was impressive to think about, but even more impressive was the idea that his brother had that level of skill. Would Ty ever reach that level?

      Do I want to?

      The only reason he had started stealing in the first place was to be able to afford some way to reach his parents, to afford a way of contacting them. He didn’t necessarily want to be a thief, even though he had grown skilled at it.

      Bingham didn’t look convinced. “Something’s not quite right,” he said.

      Ty studied the candle for a moment. “Well, if it is dragon magic, we should probably get rid of it.”

      “Get rid of it?” Olivia asked. “I had to lose my tail.”

      “Right, but this is exactly the kind of thing the Dragon Touched can follow. They use dragon magic and can detect others using it,” Ty said. It was how he had gotten captured after he had broken into the palace. It was possible they could follow the sculpture, but they could definitely follow the security light.

      “Where are you going to bring it?”

      Bingham frowned. “I might have a place, but I’m not sure it’s going to be any safer.” He glanced over at Ty. “It might just be better to leave it behind.”

      “Unless this has some special connection to the sculpture,” he said.

      Bingham studied the sculpture. “You know what? I haven’t considered that. You might be right. I might have to bring the sculpture along with this.”

      “And strangely enough, you can carry both of them together, but it’s only when this is set in front of it that it makes it difficult to lift,” Ty said.

      “It’s dragon magic,” Olivia said. “There are lots of strange things when it comes to that.”

      “This is going to be a challenge to keep from the Dragon Touched in the city,” Bingham said. “We have far too many now. Between them, the soldiers, and the Tecal…”

      “The Tecal left,” he said.

      “That doesn’t mean another won’t return. If they know there is something of value here, would they come back?”

      “She was after…” Ty frowned. He had no idea what she was really after. He would’ve said the Dragon Thief, but he was no longer sure that was what she had been chasing. Maybe it happened because of the egg after all, or perhaps it was some means of forcing Roson James to show his hand. He had been used, he was certain of that, but had no idea how. Regardless of what had happened, Ishantil had not erupted. His brother, Ty had to acknowledge, had a hand in preventing it from erupting. “It doesn’t matter. But you can’t leave it here,” Ty said, looking at the sculpture. “We can’t have one of the Dragon Touched getting to it before I have a chance to use it.”

      “I realize that,” Bingham said. “I’m not exactly sure what I need to do, though I might be able to find a place to bring it.”

      “Might? What happened with you having a place?” Ty asked.

      “Would you stop?” he snapped.

      That was part of the deal, or at least Ty had thought so. Bingham had a place for him to leave the relic so that it would be sniffed out by one of the Dragon Touched. And if he suddenly didn’t, then what were they going to do with it? How would they keep it safe?

      Maybe he had come to rely upon Bingham far more than he should. That was a mistake.

      “I have a place I can take it,” Ty said.

      “I can keep it safe,” Bingham said. “I just think we need to be careful.”

      “You don’t think I know that?”

      “I know you do,” Bingham said.

      Ty looked from Bingham to Olivia. “I need to get out of here. If you want me to move that to a place I know, just tell me. Otherwise, it’s time to start making a plan to connect with the Tecal and try to make an offer.”

      Bingham nodded. “I’m ready whenever you are.”

      He looked over to Olivia. “Thanks for your help.”

      “Really?”

      “I mean it. You were a big help.”

      She tipped her head slightly. Just the barest nod, but that might’ve been all he deserved.

      He headed back out and wandered through the streets, taking a circuitous route. He was careful as he looked around, making sure there weren’t any followers. He didn’t think anybody would catch up to him, but he didn’t know for sure and certainly wanted to make sure there were no Dragon Touched keeping an eye on them, using the sculpture to track them.

      There was nothing.

      Ty should have been relieved, and there was a part of him that was, but there was another part that knew well enough to be concerned about the quiet. Taking something from the merchant meant he would now have the hired guards after him, but hopefully he would be able to keep some distance from them.

      He slowed as he neared his home. As he often did, he surveyed the street outside his home, double-checking that the single light was in the window the way that he had left it. He checked him neighbors’ houses as well but didn’t see any movement there. Nothing to be alarmed by. He slipped forward, unlocking his door and then hurrying inside, sealing the door closed once again.

      Only once he was inside did he relax.

      Ever since learning about his brother, everything had changed for him. Everything Ty had thought he had known about his brother had been a lie. Here he had thought that he was a skilled thief, but he had barely any skill compared to the Dragon Thief. It left him questioning how his brother had grown so proficient. It left him questioning if he would ever be able to reach that level.

      He grabbed a bottle of wine out of the cupboard, uncorked it, and poured himself a glass. There was always time to celebrate after completing a job, and this was a successful mission. Maybe not the most complicated mission he’d ever taken, but getting in and getting back out without getting caught was always a victory.

      He looked around the inside of the house, thinking about the time Olivia had joined him here after the last job. She had celebrated with him, used him, but had he been a willing participant? It might have been a business transaction for her, but he hadn’t minded at the time.

      He had to stop moping. And perhaps he had to start trying to understand her perspective. She had done what she had thought necessary for her to help her family. It was no different than what he had done to help his family.

      Maybe he should have asked her back. She could have celebrated with him. It would be a way of bridging the chasm between the two of them.

      Next time.

      He took a seat at the table, resting his elbows as he sipped at the wine. Only then did he realize there was something out of place.

      Not the lantern. He always left a single lantern lit near the window in such a way so that he would know if somebody had moved it. It was positioned specifically so he could catch the shadow flickering off the lantern. In order for someone to sneak in the window, the lantern would have to be moved and put back in the exact right position. Breaking in through the front door had its own checks, ways that Ty would know whether somebody had slipped beyond his barriers.

      Nothing had been out of place, but that didn’t change the fact that there was a folded note resting in front of the lantern.

      Ty approached it carefully, worried that it might be some sort of trick. He unfolded it, scanning it before taking a deep breath. There was an address, a time, and a date. Nothing more than instructions for a meeting, though he had no idea who he was supposed to be meeting.

      He was clueless how it had gotten in here, or when, only that it wasn’t there when he’d left. Whoever had done it had enough skill that they hadn’t been concerned about the protections Ty had placed and hadn’t bothered masking their presence. Not only that, but they wanted to demonstrate that they could get in and get out without him even knowing.

      Whoever that was would be a person to worry about.

      Somebody like his brother.

      Only, his brother was captured, held by the king and under guard.

      Wasn’t he?
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      Ty slipped along the street, moving as quietly as he could. He was careful here, a little uncertain, but curiosity was driving him forward. If this was about his brother—and he really wasn’t certain that it was, especially as he had seen his capture—he needed to know. He was willing to risk whatever meeting this was in order to learn whether this was about his brother or what had happened to him since his arrest.

      He fingered the note, tracing his thumb along the edge of it, much like he had since receiving it a day ago. There was a part of him that wasn’t sure whether or not he should even take the meeting, but there was another part that remained incredibly curious as to who might have sent this to him.

      Not only sent it to him, but snuck it into his home.

      That was what motivated Ty more than anything else. Whoever had done this had enough skill that they’d managed to break into his home and place the note without otherwise leaving a trace.

      He reached the address on the note and looked into the distance. This section of the city was quiet, nestled near the edge and closer to the jungle. The houses here were carved out of ancient lava flows, all curvy walls, low roofs, and giving the city a strange, undulating appearance. He had always found this part of the city intriguing. Grasses and vines overgrew sections of it, but they tended to steer clear of the top of the houses where lava had once flowed.

      The people in this part of the city had lived here a long time, many of them their entire lives, generations of lives, all in the same places. Was that to be his fate if he ever managed to save his brother?

      He studied the address, sweeping his gaze along the street before an understanding of where he was supposed to go began to dawn on him. The building in the distance called to him, drawing him forward. It was a simple building, made all of dark lava rock, and it carried with it some of the reminders of what this section of the city had gone through. More than that, though, he recognized it as an old temple of the Priests of the Flame.

      There were several of them scattered all around the city. Most of the old temples had been abandoned over time, turned into something else and used by people throughout the city for other purposes. Now with the primary temple in the heart of the city, there was no reason for this temple to be quite as prominent.

      He hadn’t expected to be drawn out here, though he wasn’t at all surprised that this would be where he’d been summoned. It made him question even more whether or not this was about his brother.

      He was gone. He knew that he was gone, but despite knowing that, he couldn’t shake the feeling that perhaps there had been something more involved. The High Priest had known what had happened here, but he had not seemed to do anything to try to intervene to save Albion. Maybe there was nothing that he could have done. Albion had served his purpose. As far as the priests might’ve been concerned, it was possible they believed that he had done all that was needed.

      He moved along the street carefully. It was late, darkness had fallen, and a soft and gentle breeze gusted out of the jungle, carrying with it some of the heat and humidity in this part of the world. Rain had fallen earlier in the day, leaving everything damp, and some of the smell still lingered in the air. Ty wrapped his scarf around his head to keep that dampness from saturating him, but even that was probably unnecessary.

      Maybe he should have asked for somebody else to accompany him. Had he not been so antagonistic to Olivia, she might have been willing to accompany him. Bingham most certainly would, but after taking the dragon relic, Bingham needed to remain in his shop to offer it a level of protection. If Eastley were more active, he might have gone to him.

      And that was it.

      He didn’t have many others to ask for help.

      It was a strange realization to have. With all the people in the city, with as many as he had encountered, he was isolated.

      I don’t need help with this.

      He just needed to get in and do the job and figure out what they wanted from him.

      He approached the old temple.

      It was little more than a circular tower, though a single story, wide and stout, and made entirely of the black lava rock. Buildings on either side of it gave it space. Greenery surrounded the old temple, and he regarded it for a long moment, eyeing the stone.

      He didn’t know if he was supposed to go inside or if this was more a matter of him waiting for somebody else to come outside. At this point, he figured he would wait, observe for a little while longer, and then decide what he needed to do.

      He circled around the street, keeping his gaze on the temple the entire time, still a little uncertain. His heart hammered in a way that it didn’t when he was taking other jobs. Why was he so nervous about this?

      Maybe because he didn’t know what was going on here. There was some threat here that he did not fully understand, someone who had been willing and able to break into his home while he was away, and somebody who had no difficulty in doing so.

      And perhaps it was the fact that his brother had been captured.

      No. It was that my brother is the Dragon Thief.

      That was the part that made him anxious.

      Ty circled back around the street and saw a figure standing there across from the temple. This had to be who he was meeting. He approached cautiously, fingering the note for a moment as he did while watching the person carefully.

      They turned toward him and he froze.

      Ty didn’t recognize them.

      The only thing he did recognize was that they had on a necklace that bore the flame symbol for one of the Priests of the Flame, though inverted. Given that he had been asked to meet at the temple, that wasn’t at all surprising. He should have expected that he would be called here by one of the priests.

      The priest smiled as he approached. He tipped his head in a slight bow, nodding to him.

      “You,” Ty said.

      “You received the note,” the priest said to him.

      Ty took a moment to regard him, sweeping his gaze up and down, trying to appraise him briefly. He was average height, average build, and wearing the dark cloak of one of the Priests of the Flame, though the hood was pulled up, making it difficult for him to see his face or his features. His voice was soft, almost gentle.

      “I received the note. I presume it was your doing.”

      He tipped his head slightly. “We needed to talk.” The priest nodded to the temple. “What do you think of this?”

      Ty shrugged. “It’s an old building. I suppose I think of it like I think of any other old building.”

      “Old, but also distinguished, at least as far as I’m concerned. There are not buildings like it any longer. This one is unique in its structure.”

      “I wouldn’t know,” Ty said.

      “When you have a chance to visit the inside, you come to learn about the building itself. It is unique, though I suppose somebody who doesn’t follow the Flame would not have such an opportunity.”

      “Why is it unique?” Ty didn’t want to get into a discussion with this man, but he had come to him, and he had reached his home, which suggested that he knew something. Either that, or he wanted something. Maybe that was the key. Maybe he was after him for some reason.

      “It’s unique because the Flame still fills it.”

      “It was a temple.”

      “A temple, but also something more.” He turned to Ty. “What is a temple but a place where we celebrate? What is a temple but a place where people gather, those who share a common goal, and those who seek the same meaning?”

      The priests had gone through a strange ordeal with the last near eruption of Ishantil, and having calmed it, they had come to take on the belief that they were responsible for saving the city, something the king had failed at doing. They weren’t wrong, at least not from what Ty had seen. The priests had a hand in it, even if what they had done was tied to some ancient dragon relics and a power that Ty didn’t fully understand.

      “What meaning should I seek?”

      The priest chuckled. Even that sounded soft. “That is a question as old as time. We must all find our own purpose, but none can tell another what that purpose should be.” He shrugged. “In your case, perhaps your purpose should be in finding answers.”

      Ty didn’t like the way this was going, but he really didn’t like how this man seemed to know more about him than he knew about the priest. He hurriedly looked along the street, checking for any others, but it seemed to be just the two of them. There were no soldiers out, no guards, nobody else out wandering.

      Just the two of them.

      Ty glanced off into the distance, where he could see the faint glow from Ishantil. Ever since the near eruption, the volcano had seemed slightly brighter than it had before, though Ty didn’t know if that was only his imagination. Perhaps it hadn’t changed. Then again, there was that strange dragon-like face that he had seen in the flames after the egg had been dropped into the volcano. Maybe there was something to be said about it.

      He had no interest in having a philosophical discussion with this priest out here in the emptiness of night, not since the priest had called him here for a reason. It was a reason that Ty needed to understand. It was a reason that he worried about.

      Ty just frowned. “What’d you call me here for?”

      “Simply to have an opportunity to speak with you.”

      Ty backed away. “If you wanted a chance to speak, you could have come and visited.”

      “Why would I have come to your place when you have gone to so many others?”

      He tensed. “What do you want?”

      “I suspect we want the same thing.”

      “What is that?” Ty turned and regarded the man more fully this time. Other than the marker for the Priest of the Flame, he saw nothing else about him that seemed unusual. Certainly nothing that should be worrisome or alarming, though to be honest, Ty wasn’t even sure he would.

      Still, the priest had managed to break into his home. Ty had secured it well enough that he wouldn’t have expected anybody to have been able to get in, and for the priest to have snuck in—to have broken through his defenses—suggested that either he was skilled or he had somebody else working with him who was skilled.

      “I would like answers,” Ty said.

      He regarded the priest for a moment. Did his brother know this man? Could that be why he had summoned him out here?

      Or maybe the priest had called him for another reason. Maybe the Priests of the Flame had decided that he needed to chase down the Dragon Thief, his brother, and free him.

      “We all want answers,” the priest said.

      “And I want answers about my brother.”

      The priest smiled tightly, the only part of his face that was visible to him. “The Flame protects him. And you do not need to fear on his behalf.”

      Ty had a hard time with that comment and an even harder time as he watched the priest, trying to get a sense for what he was going on about. There had to be something here. He wished that he had brought somebody else with him. This was far too strange, which meant that it was far too dangerous, for him to do alone.

      “Are you telling me the Priests of the Flame are going to rescue him?”

      The man turned his attention back to the temple. “Perhaps you should understand the Flame.”

      “What’s there to understand? You celebrate something I don’t.”

      “We celebrate the Flame, knowing that it provides. The power of the Flame is more than what we can understand. If you would only open yourself up to it, you would—”

      “I would burn. I have no interest in joining you on the path to celebrating the Flame,” Ty said.

      “Perhaps you are mistaken.”

      Ty shook his head. “I doubt it. The only thing I’m mistaken about is coming here.” Now that he was here, he couldn’t help but feel as if this was an incredible mistake. What had he been thinking, coming to this strange place, to a strange person, without really knowing anything at all about what they wanted from him? He was normally more suspicious than this.

      “Perhaps you should have a look inside the temple.”

      “I have told you that I have no interest in looking inside the—”

      The man surged toward him and grabbed him. He twisted his arms behind his back, and though Ty tried to fight, he couldn’t escape. He kicked, trying to get free, but couldn’t jar the iron grip off him. Ty had never considered himself weak, but he certainly wasn’t the strongest person. Had Eastley been here…

      Eastley wasn’t here, though. It was only Ty. He had to find a way to be prepared for what was happening. He had to deal with this himself.

      “Stop moving,” the priest hissed in his ear, pushing forward.

      Ty thought about the various fighting techniques he had learned. He had trained for different situations like this, though hadn’t expected to ever really end up quite like this. Not at all like he was now. He had never anticipated getting trapped by a priest on the street.

      The pressure was intense, and they were right against each other. Ty tried to jerk his arm free.

      The priest had a strong grip, holding onto his wrist. Ty couldn’t free himself.

      He tried to twist, thinking of the grappling techniques that he had learned from Eastley, but they weren’t going to work.

      The priest shoved him toward the temple.

      Ty glanced to both sides, looking for anybody who might be out. If somebody could see him, he could shout. Maybe that would distract the priest long enough that he could grab his dragon-bone dagger and cut himself to freedom.

      The priest was too strong.

      Ty was forced forward.

      They reached the entrance to the old temple, where the priest pushed ahead of Ty, releasing his arms. He pulled back his cloak just enough for him to see a crossbow with a pale white handle hanging there. “Open it.”

      So much for fighting my way free. With a crossbow, he didn’t have to be all that skilled. He just had to point and shoot.

      His dragon-bone dagger could’ve offered him a little bit of a benefit, but he would have to time it right. Ty tested the door. Unlike the rest of the building, the door leading into the temple was made of smooth wood, likely harvested from inside the jungle, and it had been stained a black inky color that matched the lava rock. He had expected the door to be locked and was disappointed to learn that it was not.

      They stepped inside. It was dark, musty, and a single source of light provided illumination. The inside of the temple was circular, and the roof slightly domed, giving it something of an appearance of the old lava tube, but there was also a hint of heat that radiated through here, a reminder of the Flame. The air was stale, and he tried not to suck in too sharp of a breath, though he still needed to find some way out.

      “What do you intend to do to me in here?”

      “Quiet,” he snapped.

      He stepped forward, unsheathed his dragon-bone dagger, and spun toward the priest. He was a moment too slow. The crossbow pointed directly at him.

      “Now we will have a quiet conversation.”

      Ty looked for some opportunity to get free. “Quiet? If that’s why you brought me here, we could have done that on the street.”

      The priest shoved him forward. “You are going to give me the answers I need or you will find just how much that Flame burns.”

      Ty swept his gaze around the inside of the temple. Much like the outside, the inside was fairly simple. A single Flame rose from the center of it, encircled by more of the same black lava rock. It illuminated the interior of the temple, though not brightly enough. It reminded him of what he had seen in the larger temple, though this one left him feeling a smaller connection to the Flame.

      He needed to pick his moment carefully. Maybe he could put the Flame in between himself and the attacker, and only when he did that might he be able to find a way to escape.

      The priest—or whatever he was—watched him, seemingly waiting for him to make his move. “Where is it?”

      Ty frowned. “Where is what?”

      “Don’t play with me, boy. We know your brother left you something.”

      Boy?

      Ty shook his head. “He didn’t leave me anything. Do you understand he’s now imprisoned?”

      The man pulled his hood back and sneered at him. He had black hair, flat gray eyes, and a protruding forehead. Not a priest, at least not a priest like Ty had seen before. Then again, given his attack, Ty wasn’t surprised that this man wasn’t a priest. He might have some adornments like many of the Priests of the Flame, but they were nothing more than decoration.

      “I understand exactly where he is. Now where is the item he left for you?”

      That was what this was about?

      When Albion had been in the city, he hadn’t left Ty anything, at least as far as he had known. At the time, he hadn’t known that he was the Dragon Thief though, so he hadn’t paid attention. Could he have snuck something into Ty’s home? If he had, Ty might not even have known. The Dragon Thief—the real Dragon Thief—would have been far more skilled than Ty at breaking in. Ty had some skill, but nothing like what he’d heard stories of. Certainly nothing like the rumors of the Dragon Thief.

      “What exactly do you think he gave me?”

      The man took a step toward him, pointing the crossbow aggressively.

      Ty jumped back, holding out the dragon-bone knife. That served him for coming alone. He should have brought somebody. Even Olivia would have helped.

      “You will find that I am not a patient person.”

      “Why use the decoration of a priest to do this? You could be anything.”

      “Ask your brother.”

      He brought the crossbow up, pointed at Ty, and fired.

      Ty dropped, rolling off to the side, and nearly crashed into the stone surrounding the Flame. He jumped to his feet, holding the dragon-bone dagger, and pointed it at the man. The priest reloaded his crossbow, moving slowly, cautiously, but keeping the door positioned behind him, making it difficult for Ty to reach.

      He watched him, saying nothing as he reloaded the crossbow.

      How do I get out of here?

      Ty thought about what he would need to do, the argument he might need to make, or perhaps even how he might be able to escape, but no answer came to him. This wasn’t anything he was accustomed to doing. He was a thief, a good one, but he was out of his element here. Whoever his brother had interacted with must have been even more dangerous.

      Ty had heard the stories of the Dragon Thief. They were rumors, impossible to believe, about things that his brother had accomplished that seemed nearly overwhelming. The idea that Albion had been the Dragon Thief was shocking to him. The jobs that the Dragon Thief had done had been impossibly dangerous, but Albion…

      Ty circled around, keeping the Flame in front of him, and tried to think about his options. He could throw himself at this man, but he would need to wait until he fired the next crossbow bolt. He had nearly finished reloading, so Ty wouldn’t have a lot of time, but he thought he had enough. Maybe he could use the dragon-bone dagger in a way he wouldn’t expect.

      “At least tell me what you think he took.”

      The man aimed the crossbow at him.

      Ty dropped, keeping the Flame in front of him, though he did so with barely enough time. Another bolt went whizzing over his head.

      Ty sprang forward and darted toward the man.

      He stood calmly.

      That wasn’t good.

      At the last second, Ty dropped, swinging one leg around, hooking it toward the priest’s leg. It caught, connecting with the back of his knee, bending it inward. He brought one arm around, stabbing with the dragon-bone dagger.

      The priest crossed his arms in front of him, blocking, and then twisted. The priest was stronger than he looked. Ty brought his knee up, connecting with the priest’s belly. Thankfully, it elicited a grunt out of him. He rolled off to the side, but the priest was still blocking his exit.

      He needed to keep him from getting another crossbow bolt loaded, so he darted forward, lowering his shoulder as he tried to slam into him.

      The priest kicked out as he neared. Ty spun out of the way, and he once again swung his leg up, trying to sweep away from him. The priest stumbled.

      Ty used that movement; he went running.

      When he reached the door, Ty pulled on it and found he’d locked it. He looked back to see how far away the priest was.

      The priest grinned at him. “It sounds like you truly don’t know the extent of your brother’s involvement. Unfortunately, this is the end of your usefulness.”

      He loaded another crossbow bolt.

      Ty would have to pick the lock on the door, but he didn’t know if he could do it quickly enough. The priest would only give him a moment, maybe a few at most, before the crossbow fired.

      Ty tried a different approach. He jammed the dragon-bone dagger into the lock.

      Dragon-bone daggers, knives, and even swords—though those were rare—were incredibly sharp, and the blades were notoriously hard to break. By shoving it into the lock, he hoped that he might buy himself a moment, nothing more than that, but hopefully enough that he wouldn’t have to worry about being caught.

      Ty twisted the dagger. The lock popped open.

      He slammed his shoulder against the door and went racing out of the temple.

      When he reached the street, he hazarded a glance back.

      The priest—or whatever he was—stood there, the crossbow elevated in his hands, and then he fired. Ty rolled, barely avoiding the crossbow bolt as it streaked over his head, and he raced along the street.
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      He couldn’t go home, which was no longer a safe place to stay. The man knew where he lived and had proven that he was skilled enough to break in without disturbing anything. Ty didn’t feel comfortable going back there. He didn’t have many other options. Bingham might take him in, but Ty wasn’t sure that he wanted to go to him. Eastley was a possibility, but that involved putting himself into Eastley’s debt and trying to find his home, something that Ty wasn’t even sure that he could do. Olivia…

      Ty wasn’t going to go there either.

      Still, there were a few things he needed out of his home.

      It was probably better to collect them now rather than to wait too much longer. If he gave the priest an opportunity to regroup, how many people would they send at him?

      He jogged along the street, jumping at every moving shadow, startled by everything around him, until he came to the main thoroughfare leading through the city. The temple for the Priests of the Flame loomed in view.

      The priests were tolerated but not embraced by the ghost king, though Ty had never seen any behaving like common criminals. Or uncommon, as the case might’ve been. Of course, he would never have expected that his brother, seemingly serving the Priests of the Flame, would be the Dragon Thief.

      Ty hurried along the street, sweeping his gaze around. There wasn’t any considerable movement, but he couldn’t shake the strange feeling that there was something out here, some element that reminded him of the strangeness of the priest and whatever he was after.

      As he neared his home, a door opened and a familiar face poked out.

      “Ty,” Henry said. His graying hair was wild today, and his eyes carried a serious expression in them, a look of concern for him. “You look like you’re troubled. Can I help you with anything?”

      “Henry,” he started, looking over his shoulder, worried the priest would be there. “I think you need to get back inside. It’s not safe for you to be out here.”

      “Not safe? Why would that be?”

      “Henry—”

      Henry took a step out into the street and slipped his arm around Ty’s shoulders. “I can help, Ty.”

      He smiled at him. Henry and his wife Mary had been friendly to him ever since he had moved in near them.

      They were a kindly elderly couple, and as far as Ty had known they had lived in the city and in this home for their entire lives. “I need you to get out of the street, Henry. Something is taking place and I don’t really know what it is. The city isn’t safe right now, anyway.”

      “There are enough soldiers patrolling through the streets that I’m not terribly concerned about my safety here, Ty.”

      He wanted to argue, but Henry wasn’t wrong.

      It should be safe.

      The fact that this priest—or whoever he was—thought that it was reasonable to target him so brazenly with as many soldiers and possible Dragon Touched in the city suggested that they were powerful, or that they simply were desperate.

      “I’m just here to gather a few things. Could you keep watch for me?”

      Henry smiled and stopped in the doorway.

      He hurried inside his home and began looking for what he needed.

      His cabinets were filled with the wine that he preferred, and he didn’t like the idea of leaving it behind, but at this point he didn’t have much of a choice. If everything worked out for him, he would return. There were certain things that he couldn’t leave here.

      As he looked around his home, there was a part of him that struggled with the idea of leaving anything here. It was strange, as he was mostly concerned about finding his parents and what happened to them, and even with what happened to Albion, but this had become his home. When Ishantil threatened to erupt, Ty had thought that he would have to leave here for good, and had begun to come to terms with it. After stopping the eruption, he still hadn’t fully come to terms with anything. He still hadn’t decided if he could stay. If he should stay.

      He hurried to the back room and began to pull up floorboards.

      There was a collection of dragon pearls here that he had taken from the temple. The priest knew how to find his home. He couldn’t leave them.

      Strange it took this to get him to abandon his home. Ishantil threatening to erupt hadn’t fully done that.

      Ty gathered the pearls into a small satchel, tucking them against his side. The dragon pearls were heavy enough that they weighed down the satchel, making them difficult to carry without risking them spilling. He wrapped a length of silk around the satchel, trying to bind it together so that it didn’t rip, but even with that Ty wasn’t sure if it would secure it well enough.

      When he was done, he checked the other floorboards he’d moved away, looking for anything else of value here. He tried not to keep much of value. Coins at one point, though now he kept markers for the banks where he had deposited them. After reclaiming those markers, Ty stuffed them into his pocket and then headed toward the door.

      There was no sign of Henry.

      He poked his head toward the window, looking out for a moment, but he still didn’t see any sign of Henry.

      If he intended to watch, then he knew he would watch.

      Unless the priest had come.

      Ty headed back to the bedroom and stood on the bed, popping open a hatch in the ceiling and crawling through. He closed it before crawling across the rooftop. Once there, he flattened himself down and looked out into the night.

      There was still no sign of Henry.

      Maybe Mary had come outside and warned him to leave Ty alone. Of course, knowing the two of them, Mary likely would’ve joined Henry standing outside, thinking they both needed to keep guard.

      Ty reached for the dragon-bone dagger.

      There was no one on the street, nothing to suggest he needed to be concerned for Henry. For that matter, there were lights on inside Henry’s home.

      Henry was fine.

      He relaxed, but then saw a slumped figure down the street.

      That wasn’t the only figure down the ways. There was another darkened figure near the corner, near the intersection, and as Ty turned in the opposite direction, he noticed still another.

      Henry?

      Ty slipped along the rooftop and then dropped to the street. He darted forward, hurrying to the slumped-over figure, and found Henry lying there.

      There was no obvious injury.

      “Go,” Henry moaned. “They don’t care about me.”

      “I can’t leave you here.”

      “Mary will gather me. Get moving.”

      He had to get Henry out of the street.

      Better yet, he had to lead these other figures away so that they didn’t harm him.

      Ty stood, facing two figures converging on him, and then darted toward the nearest one. The man shifted, pulling something out from beneath his cloak.

      A crossbow.

      Why are they all armed with crossbows?

      Henry started crawling, getting to the side of the street. At least he’d be safe.

      Now he had to get to safety.

      Ty barreled toward the figure with the crossbow, racing as quickly as he could, keeping his shoulder down, and was prepared to slam into him. The figure twisted off to the side and he flicked the dragon-bone knife just a little bit, his wrist snapping as he drove it toward the man’s arm, and was rewarded with a soft grunt.

      He turned quickly, kicking him in the backside and sending him staggering down the road. Ty ran, clutching the satchel with the dragon pearls, and when he rounded the corner, a painful sting erupted in his shoulder.

      He was afraid of what that meant, afraid of what would happen if he took even a moment to assess for possible injuries. At this point, he had to keep moving. His shoulder hurt, but he knew better than to take any time to deal with it. All he needed to do was keep running.

      Ty found the satchel weighing heavily on his arm.

      He had to get out of the street. He had to get to help.

      He looked along the street, trying to figure out where he was and who was closest.

      There were few people in the city who might be able to help him. There was somebody nearby, but would Maeve be willing to take him in?

      Ty had not seen the old woman for the better part of four years, ever since he had gone into a different line of business. Maeve had offered him something more reputable, an opportunity to learn herbs and medicines and a chance for something better for himself, but he had ignored it.

      He reached one of the side streets, stumbling onto it. When he came to Maeve’s darkened home, he hammered on the door. The sound would be loud enough to draw the attention of others on the street, but hopefully the old woman would be home. More than that, he hoped she would welcome Ty.

      Was that movement from the far end of the street?

      Ty shook his head, trying to focus. The pain blooming in his shoulder made it difficult, though he knew that he would need to try to come up with some way to clear his mind.

      So many people had evacuated the city that he didn’t know if Maeve might've done the same. He didn’t think she would, or if she had, he doubted that she would’ve stayed away. Many of the people who had evacuated were starting to return. And Maeve had lived here for as long as Henry and Mary had lived in their home.

      He pounded on the door again, and finally a light came on inside.

      Ty looked along the street, but there was no sign of any of the attackers, no sign of anybody coming toward him. That still didn’t put Ty at complete ease. He had barely seen anybody before, and Henry had been watching out for him too. Henry was usually careful enough to avoid detection.

      As movement came toward the door, Ty pounded again.

      The door came open and a wrinkled face looked out at him. Maeve had her gray hair bundled up into a bun, and she had on a thin shift, suited to the heat and humidity of the day. “Tydornen? Is that you?”

      “Maeve, can you let me in?”

      Ty glanced behind himself but didn’t see anything else, though he was concerned that if he lingered in the street too much longer the attackers would see him and then they would come after Maeve as well. He didn’t want to be responsible for bringing anyone to Maeve.

      “What are you doing here this evening?”

      “Apparently I’m having a conversation with you while I have a crossbow bolt sticking out of my shoulder.”

      Maeve’s eyes widened slightly. She let out a grumble before motioning for Ty to step inside. When he did, she closed the door.

      “Lock it,” Ty said.

      “I did,” she said. “Do you care to tell me what exactly is going on?”

      Ty looked around the inside of Maeve’s home. It had been a long time since he had been here, but not much had changed. It was small, cozy, and had a faintly medicinal smell to it at all times. The main area was furnished with a table and chairs, a thick carpet running in front of the hearth. A cookstove off to his left already had a pot of boiling water on it. The hallway to the back would lead to Maeve’s rooms, along with her private entrance. Maybe Ty should’ve gone there.

      He took a seat on one of the chairs but couldn’t lean back, so he leaned forward instead. He rested his uninjured elbow on his knees and twisted so that he could look up at Maeve.

      “I got shot.”

      “I can see that,” Maeve said.

      She still hadn’t moved toward Ty, which surprised him. He would’ve expected Maeve to have been more interested in trying to remove the crossbow bolt.

      Maeve wanted answers. Given the silence that had been between the two of them since Ty had left, perhaps she deserved that.

      “I think it was a Priest of the Flame.”

      “Tydornen!”

      “I don’t know if they really were Priests of the Flame,” he said. “Only that they were dressed like it. Not just dressed like it, but they were wearing one of the markers.”

      “Then they were priests,” she said.

      “Again, I don’t really know if that’s the case or not.”

      “I agree. No Priest of the Flame would shoot a crossbow bolt at you.” She regarded Ty for a long moment, heat in her gaze. “Unless you did something.”

      “I got a note, and when I answered the request on the note, I found one of the priests there. He attacked me, Maeve.”

      “Is this the man who shot you?”

      “I don’t even know. I got away from him, headed back to my home, and gathered my belongings before getting out. I found one of my neighbors lying in the street, and when I checked on him, he was unconscious. The other two came at me. Somebody shot me.”

      “So you don’t know that this was the priest.”

      “The other, the first one, had the marker of one of the priests. He carried a crossbow as well.”

      Maeve clucked, a sound Ty knew all too well was one of disappointment. “We should get this out of your back. Why don’t you come with me?”

      Maeve guided him to the back of the home, down the narrow hall, and to one of the small bedrooms. A lantern in the room had been already been lit, and Maeve turned it up, brightening the room. The cot looked just as Ty had remembered, and the smell of the room was filled with a mixture of blood, medicine, and something he couldn’t quite place.

      “Take a seat. Lie down. I will remove it.”

      “Is it going to hurt?”

      “Not as much as leaving it in would hurt,” she said.

      Ty lay down, resting so that his right shoulder and the crossbow bolt were easier for Maeve to access. He twisted his head so that he could watch the old lady as she worked. Maeve tottered around the room, gathering supplies before taking a seat in front of Ty.

      He remembered the first time that he had come to her. He had not been injured then, at least not physically. Bingham had offered him a chance to work with him. He had appreciated Ty’s eye for dragon relics, the same eye that Ty’s mother had appreciated. But Ty didn’t want to be a thief. At least, he hadn’t thought he had. So Bingham had sent him on to someone he had known.

      In hindsight, Ty wondered if Bingham had known that he would eventually return. Maybe Bingham had suspected that Ty wouldn’t be happy working with a healer, or perhaps he knew that the money wouldn’t be enough.

      Using her scissors, she cut away the fabric of Ty’s shirt and peeled it back. Each time that she touched Ty’s shoulder, pain surged through him. It was hot and burning and left him in agony.

      “An interesting bolt,” Maeve muttered. “It’s buried quite deep.”

      “It’s a crossbow.”

      Maeve sat for a moment, resting her hands on her lap. “And you know so much about crossbows?”

      “I’m not saying I know all about crossbows. I’m just saying a crossbow is a crossbow. Of course the bolt is going to get very deep.”

      Maeve began to rub something on Ty’s back. It was cold, almost icy cold, and a numbness swept through him.

      When it did, the pain and agony that he’d been experiencing in his shoulder started to ease, leaving him without quite as much heat as there had been before.

      “Let me tell you what I know about crossbows,” Maeve said. “Unfortunately, in my years, I have seen my share of injuries. Some of them are deep like this, which suggests considerable tension on the string. Others are deep for a different reason. They use a specific type of bolt.”

      Maeve started to tug. Another wash of pain surged through Ty as Maeve pulled on the crossbow bolt until it finally came free. She pressed a dressing up against Ty’s back and placed the crossbow bolt close enough to Ty for him to see.

      “In this case, the bolt itself is strange. If you would have taken a moment to examine it, you would recognize the reason.”

      Ty twisted so that he could look at the crossbow bolt. As his eyes adjusted, a bit of clarity coming back to him, he realized just what Maeve suggested.

      “That’s dragon bone,” he whispered.

      Maeve just nodded. “Now tell me, Tydornen, why would somebody fire a dragon-bone crossbow bolt at you?”
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      Maeve had been silent while Ty lay motionless, letting the old woman stitch him up. She had mixed a compound, rubbing it all around the wound, and then had stitched deep inside of Ty before applying another layer.

      “This is going to pull, and I don’t want you getting too active in the meantime. That means no fighting.”

      “I don’t try to get into fights,” Ty said.

      “So they just happen to you? Interesting. Most people who end up fighting find that they have done something to have precipitated it. Perhaps you are unique, Tydornen. Perhaps you alone have the ability to get into fights without having any reason to do so.”

      She patted him on the shoulder and shifted so that he could sit up. “Of course, why would I expect anything different from you?”

      “Thanks for helping,” he said to Maeve.

      “Did I have much choice?”

      “You could have turned me away.”

      Maeve tsked. “You know better than most that I would never do that.”

      Ty sat up, looking around the inside of the room. It had been a while since he’d been here, though when Ty had stayed with Maeve, helping to organize, clean up, and otherwise work with the healer, it had been much the same. “I’m sorry I left you.”

      “If you think that’s why I’m upset, then you don’t know me very well, boy.”

      “I’m not a boy any longer,” Ty said.

      “The way you’ve been behaving tells me that you’re still a boy. And perhaps since you are quite a bit younger than me, I can call you boy regardless. Anyway. Do you want to talk to me about what happened?”

      Ty shook his head. “Not particularly.”

      “So you don’t want to tell me why you have a priest supposedly shooting you with a dragon-bone crossbow bolt?”

      Ty reached for the dragon-bone bolt. There was a danger in having it here, though he doubted that Maeve knew it. He would have to dispose of it before one of the Priests of the Flame came for it. If they knew that they’d hit him, they could possibly use the bolt to track him, and he most certainly did not want anything to happen to Maeve just because he had come here for help.

      “It was one of the Priests of the Flame,” Ty said.

      “Why would one of the priests do that?”

      “Probably because of Albion.”

      “Your brother?”

      Ty rolled the dragon bone in his hands. Despite having been sunk into his shoulder, the bolt remained almost perfectly white. It was smooth, straighter than he would’ve expected, and the sharpened end was as dangerous as his dragon-bone dagger.

      “Albion got mixed up in something,” Ty said, looking up at Maeve. “I’m not exactly sure what it is, but they think he left something for me.”

      “Did he?”

      “Not that I know of, but it turns out that I didn’t know my brother nearly as well as I thought I did.”

      Maeve rested her hands in her lap for a moment. “Why don’t you come out and have a mug of tea with me while we talk?”

      He got up, and as soon as he bore his weight on his legs, pain shot up his back. He tried to stabilize so that it didn’t hurt quite as much, but he tottered for a moment, resting his good arm on the bed.

      “I did what I could about the wound, but it will take time for it to heal,” she said. “But then, you know that.”

      Ty just nodded.

      With his good hand, he scooped the satchel with the dragon pearls off the ground and carried it out to the living room with Maeve. He took a seat at the table, resting his uninjured arm, and settled his head in his hand.

      She turned to the kitchen, tending to the pot at boil and preparing a mug of tea. It reminded him of when he was much younger, back when he had first left the jungle and his home there and when he had first come to the city, thinking that he might find answers. He’d found Maeve willing to help, to work with him, and to offer him a bit of comfort.

      “Go on,” she said.

      “I don’t know what there is to say,” Ty said. “I am trying to figure out what happened with my brother, and the only thing that I really know is that he got himself involved in something dangerous.”

      “Is there a reason he would do that?”

      “Our parents,” Ty said.

      Maeve turned, and she frowned deeply. “Are you still looking for them?”

      It was all he ever cared about. She knew that, though. They had gone through it when he had still worked with her. “Until I find them.”

      She took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “How long do you intend to look?” She glanced up at him. “Your mother left you how long ago?”

      “It has to be about five years,” he said softly.

      “And then your father went after her. At a certain point, even a boy like you needs to realize that they may not be coming back.”

      It was the second time tonight that he had been called boy.

      But maybe she wasn’t wrong.

      When it came to his parents, there was a part of him that felt stunted, as if he couldn’t grow until he knew what had happened.

      At this point, he no longer knew. The more that he had learned, the more he had come to realize that maybe his parents hadn’t been quite who he thought they were. That didn’t mean he couldn’t help them. It just meant that finding them involved digging into places he wasn’t necessarily comfortable going. It was the reason he’d gotten tied up with Bingham and everything that he did.

      “Not much has changed there,” Ty said.

      “Other than you,” Maeve said.

      He shrugged. “I can’t say that I’ve changed either.”

      She frowned at him. “Perhaps we should talk.”

      He wasn’t really in the mood to talk. At this point, he just wanted to rest, and then he had to go digging. His mind had already worked through what it was going to involve, and he had come up with an answer, though he wasn’t entirely sure that answer was going to work for him.

      It would be tricky.

      “Tell me what has troubled you,” Maeve said.

      “Maeve, I know you’re just looking out for me and you want to try to help me. It’s just that I don’t know that this is something you want to get involved in.”

      “And you claim to know what I want to get involved in?” Maeve took a sip of her drink, setting it down the table in front of her. “I remember when you came to me all those years ago. Scared. Confused. Lost.”

      “I didn’t come to you like that.”

      “No, you came because he sent you to me. I thought you might stay with me. He hasn’t sent that many to me. Only those he thinks might be ill-suited for his kind of work. And here I thought you had a gentle soul.”

      “You don’t think I do?”

      “I think you could, but I also think you let yourself get caught up in the dangers, and the possibility that exists within those dangers.” She shook her head. “And you ignore what you have in front of you.”

      “That’s just it, I don’t have anything in front of me.” He took a drink of the tea before setting it down and looking at Maeve. “Are you so upset that you won’t help me?”

      “I’m upset that you think that would be reason enough for me to be irritated with you. I’m upset that you think that you had any reason to disappear, and that you weren’t willing to stay.” She shook her head. “I suppose I’m upset that you didn’t want to learn.”

      “It wasn’t about you,” Ty said.

      Maeve leaned back, taking a long sip of her tea. “It took me a while to come to grips with that. There was a time when I believed that it was about me. I thought that perhaps you decided you didn’t want to learn from me.”

      He shook his head. “You know it wasn’t.”

      She cocked her head to the side. “I know nothing of the sort. You disappeared. You decided that you would rather risk yourself than learn from me.”

      He resisted the urge to argue with her. She knew that he hadn’t simply disappeared, though perhaps in her mind he had slipped away while she was off gathering supplies. It was a weakness, Ty knew that, but in hindsight he wasn’t sure that he would do anything differently.

      “I needed to do whatever I could to find them. I went to the only person I thought might help me.”

      She looked up at him, and it seemed to him that a question flickered in her eyes, and at first he thought she might not say anything. She shook her head. “Have you ever questioned why?”

      “He knew my mother.”

      Maeve stared at her hands for a moment. “Is that the only reason that you think you should have gone to him?”

      He wished that it were so simple. It wasn’t so much that he had gone to Bingham because he had known Ty’s mother. That had been a part of it. Surprisingly, that had only been a small part. Bingham had known Ty’s mother, which meant that Bingham had known the kind of things that she had been involved in.

      “He was always interested in dragon relics.”

      Maeve held her gaze on Ty. “Does that bother you?”

      “I never really understood it. I suppose I still don’t. I thought that going to him would help me learn more about my mother and the kinds of things that she was involved in.”

      “What makes you think she was involved in anything?”

      He smiled. “I know that the king chases the dragon relics. The more ornate, the more detailed, the more he values them.” Much like the relic that he and Olivia had stolen earlier. “The more I got to know about my mother, the more I started to question why.”

      “Did you find any answers?”

      What did she want him to say? That he stopped looking for those answers? When Bingham had shown him how much he could earn, and how he could use that money, Ty had stopped his focus on the dragon relics in favor of stealing and learning tradecraft, thinking that he might find something. He never had, though.

      “No. I didn’t find the answers. And I thought my brother never looked, but it seems like he stayed more involved than I knew.”

      Maeve studied him for a long moment. “Not just more involved, though, is it?”

      Ty sighed. “No. Not just more involved.”

      Albion had been far more involved. He had been the Dragon Thief.

      “How do you feel learning the truth about him?”

      He snorted. It should've been a simple answer, but it wasn’t. He didn’t even know how he felt about that. Ty nodded. “I have a feeling that my brother has always been caught up in it.”

      He told her some of what had happened, at least when it came to Ishantil, but he wasn’t willing to reveal everything to her. He trusted Maeve, but he also had learned something while working with Bingham. He had learned not to trust.

      At least, not to trust too deeply.

      Then again, that wasn’t Bingham’s lesson. Ty had learned that on his own.

      “Dangerous,” Maeve muttered, shaking her head. “I wonder if he knew.”

      He meant Bingham.

      “I don’t think so,” Ty said. “If he knew, he would’ve told me.”

      She looked up at him, and there was a flicker in her eyes that left Ty wondering if perhaps she doubted that. Perhaps she knew something more.

      Maeve turned her attention back to her work.

      Ty fell silent. He wasn’t sure how she might react or what more he might have to say. When he’d first gone to her, he hadn’t known how to tell her about his parents, or why they had disappeared. He supposed he still didn’t know how. Now that he knew his brother was the Dragon Thief, it was even more difficult to know what to say to her.

      “If you need a place to rest, you may stay here,” Maeve said.

      Ty looked up, smiling tightly. “Thank you.”

      “It saddens me that you left me. Not because of what happened to your family, though that saddens me as well. I feel like there is much that you never shared with me.” When Ty opened his mouth to object, she raised her hand, cutting him off. “Now, you don’t need to remind me that I don’t understand what you went through, or that you might not have known all the details at the time that you were here. It saddens me that you weren’t able to have the opportunities that you deserved. You didn’t have the opportunity to live a life that you deserve.”

      “I don’t know what I deserve.”

      “You deserve happiness, Ty. If I know anything, it’s that you should have been allowed to find that. Unfortunately, your family took that from you. I don’t know why they did, and I don’t know that I care. What I know is that you had some part of you stolen, and because of that you no longer get to have the life that you could have had. Now you live this life, such as it is. Now you have become a thief.”

      “Maeve…”

      “You don’t need to argue with me about it. I’m well aware of what kind of things you’ve been involved in. I’ve been checking in on you, Tydornen. I wanted to make sure that you are well. At least as well as you can be. I have been looking to see if I could reach you again. Besides, it’s not like he’s going to keep any word from me. He sent you to me in the first place. He made sure I knew that you went back to him. And I’ve been checking.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “Because I care for you.” Maeve tapped on the table and glanced at the kitchen. “I’m afraid I don’t have your old bed any longer. I would appreciate it if you would clean up before getting some rest. The carpet near the hearth should be comfortable enough for one night.”

      Ty just nodded.

      Maeve tottered back to the back of the house, disappearing through the doorway.

      He finished his tea, sipping it slowly.

      Here he had avoided coming to visit her all this time, and maybe that had been his greatest mistake.

      One of the things that had been challenging while working with Bingham and all of the people that he worked with was that he never knew who to trust. Bingham had known him when he was young, and had known Ty’s mother, but that didn’t mean that he trusted him. Ty had a suspicion that Bingham had other motives for what he did. More than what Bingham was willing to acknowledge, and certainly enough of a motive that Ty knew to be careful with him. Especially when it came to the kind of work Bingham did with relics.

      There weren’t any others in the city he could trust.

      Maybe Maeve. She had taken him in, tried to train him, and he had abandoned her.

      Perhaps she was right. It was possible that chasing after his parents had stolen something from him that he had never considered before. By going after them, by always trying to see where they were and what more he might be able to uncover, could he have lost some aspect of himself?

      Maybe his parents were the true thieves, not him and his brother.

      Even if that were the case, and he couldn’t deny that it might be, it didn’t change that he still wanted to find them. And now that Albion was imprisoned, he had more he needed to do. He had to help his family. If he didn’t, who would?

      Ty cleaned up the kitchen, those thoughts rolling through his mind. When he settled down on the carpet, tucking the satchel with the dragon pearls up against him, feeling a strange surge of warmth radiating from it, a different question came to him, and it was one that he didn’t have any good answer to.

      If the situation was reversed, would Albion come for him?

      He wouldn’t. He’d left Ty here.

      Starving and alone.

      Ty stared into the darkness for a long time with those thoughts rolling through his mind, mixing with the pain in his shoulder, and came no closer to coming up with an answer.
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      The pain in Ty’s shoulder had eased by the time he woke, and he got up well before darkness had faded. He looked around the inside of Maeve’s home. Visiting brought back memories of who he had been when he was still trying not to be a thief. It left him wondering what he might have done had he not gone to Bingham and stayed. It was not as if he was any closer to finding answers about his parents when working with Bingham. He might have more money to buy secrets from Maggie, but wouldn’t the old merchant have helped him regardless?

      Maybe Maeve would have as well.

      After saying his goodbyes and grabbing and securing the dragon pearls, Ty clutched his pack, making sure that he had his other markers in his pocket, and shuffled over to the door. He glanced back, looking one more time before leaving.

      Perhaps there would be another time when he would visit with Maeve. Another time when he would finally be able to stop chasing this dream of finding his parents—and now the new concern of finding his brother. Perhaps another time.

      He stepped out into the street, glancing around the darkness before starting off. It was early morning. He had the dragon pearls, and he needed to decide what to do about the Priests of the Flame. It was time to plan his next move, whatever that might be.

      There was only one person he could go to help him with that.

      As he wandered through the streets, he found his gaze drifting along, sweeping along the traffic, and took in the sight of people already up for the day. Bakers and hunters and even farmers who lived on the outskirts headed into town for whatever resources they might need. Otherwise, the city was quiet. There was an energy to Zarinth at all times, and the energy in the morning, especially the early morning like this, was one of anticipation. It was as if the city itself lingered, waiting to see what might happen, holding its breath in expectation for the coming day.

      He found himself drawn toward the temple as he made his way to Bingham, though he didn’t linger there long. He swept his gaze along the temple, looking up to see glowing from the top of the temple, the Flame that summoned all who followed it to worship.

      He wondered what the priests might think of the one who had attacked him.

      Unless they had sent that person.

      Ty didn’t know, and he didn’t know if the priests were in on whatever was taking place. The only thing he knew was that he had to find out. It meant he was going back into the temple.

      He clutched the satchel with the dragon pearls against his side.

      The last time he had been inside the temple, he had claimed these dragon pearls for himself, and yet now that he was thinking about returning, it was more for information rather than for anything he might steal.

      He weaved through the streets, heading away from the temple, making his way toward the outskirts of the city, heading toward Bingham and his home. It was early enough that he didn’t expect him to be up, but…

      His thoughts trailed off as he looked into the distance.

      Smoke.

      Something was wrong.

      Ty approached carefully. Fire in the city wasn’t entirely uncommon. Zarinth celebrated the Flame, so there were plenty of places that lit fires, simply to encourage more of the Flame, though what he saw was unusual. Typically those who celebrated the Flame didn’t light fires like this. They were smokeless, at least as much as any fire could be.

      The farther he went, the denser the smoke became, and the more certain he was that something was amiss. Worse, the farther he went, the more certain he was that the flames came from the exact direction he was heading.

      Bingham.

      He jogged forward, heading toward his section of the city, and picked up speed until he was racing, suddenly panicking about what might’ve happened. When he neared the street, the smoke had thickened considerably. He could barely breathe. He wrapped his scarf around his mouth, using that to breathe through, but his eyes watered from the thickness of the smoke.

      He crept forward, noticing that there was a growing crowd around him, people who had come from inside, people who were now running from the smoke—and the flames.

      The flames in front of him drew him forward.

      His heart hammered. It couldn’t be his imagination. It had to be coming from Bingham’s shop, which meant that…

      Ty darted forward, and he reached the space where Bingham’s shop was.

      Flames engulfed it. The smoke poured out from it, thick and billowy, and it was almost too much for him to even approach. Ty backed away, trying to get his bearings, trying to figure out what else was going on, but he couldn’t.

      A shout near him caught his attention, and Ty turned toward it. He found a woman hunched over, tears streaming down her eyes, the smoke making it difficult to make out anything else about her.

      “What happened?”

      The woman looked up, coughing. “My son. He went after someone we saw starting the fire. I don’t know what happened to him.”

      Someone had started the fire intentionally?

      Ty shook his head. “Where is your son?”

      The woman pointed down the street.

      “He’s back there. I couldn’t get to him. Please. You have to help him.”

      How was Ty supposed to help this woman if he had been forced away? Then again, Ty had been abandoned by his family. He couldn’t leave this woman, someone who wanted to rescue her child, while fire blazed in front of her.

      Maybe he had to do something.

      If this was arson, started because of what he had done and the fact that he had taken the dragon relic, shouldn’t he help?

      “I will do what I can,” Ty said.

      He cursed himself. What was he thinking, trying to offer to help, especially as he had no idea what he was doing here? He glanced over at Bingham’s shop. The flames swallowed it, making it difficult for him to see much of anything, so if Bingham was inside there was no way to get to him.

      Besides, he couldn’t leave this poor woman and her son. It was bad enough losing his parents. He wondered how terrible it would be for a parent to lose a child.

      Ty grabbed the woman by the arm and pulled her along the street. The woman fought, but Ty held on tightly to her wrist. “If I am going to get your son, I’m going to need you to help me.”

      “I can’t get any closer. I can’t get to him.”

      This mother wanted to do all that she could for her son.

      But not like his.

      Ty glanced along the street. Why did it have to be him? Why couldn’t there be one of the Dragon Touched?

      But they hadn’t come. Maybe they didn’t care about a fire in this section of town. Maybe they wouldn’t come at all.

      Finally, he let out a frustrated breath. “You have to show me where he is,” he said.

      The woman pointed down the street.

      “Which building?” Ty asked.

      “Small building. The flames weren’t inside, but the heat… the heat.”

      He released the woman’s arm and started down the street, sweeping his gaze along it. Most of these buildings were shops, so having a fire at this time of day, while devastating, typically didn’t mean that there were people who would be trapped inside, but this woman and her child…

      He listened. He heard no screams, no cries, no moans, or anything to suggest there was someone inside. There was only the crackling flames. There! A soft groaning.

      And then he heard a shout That was behind him. Something creaked and snapped, the flames inside popping, leaving Ty to know that it wouldn’t be long before the entire building collapsed. How long would it be before the rest of these buildings collapsed inward as well?

      Not long enough for Dragon Touched to come and put out the flames.

      He stopped at one of the buildings, listening. This one was unmarked, not a merchant of any kind, not a shop like Bingham’s shop, but he couldn’t tell if this was the woman’s home.

      There was no sound inside.

      Ty tested the door and found it unlocked.

      He kicked in the door and had to jump back. Smoke poured out, and he coughed, covering up his nose before he risked breathing in even more of the foul and dark smoke.

      “Is there anyone in there?”

      There was no response. He backed away. Which building did he need to go to? As he swept his gaze along, he couldn’t tell. He needed to keep moving, though. He needed to keep searching. He needed to figure out…

      A cry came from behind him.

      It was small, weak, thin, and it sounded like a child.

      It came from across the street.

      Ty raced across the street toward what appeared to be a seamstress’s shop. He had even visited once before. How much time did the child have?

      The flames continued to crackle, radiating heat, pushing him back. What was he thinking?

      What he was thinking was that this fire might’ve been started because of some role he had played. That was why he needed to do this. He couldn’t just leave.

      The woman’s plea came back to him. That was what he was thinking. He was here to help a woman save her child. How could he do anything else?

      He tested the lock and nearly burned his hand.

      He kicked it.

      The door snapped open, and he leaned in. “Is anyone in here?”

      “Help!”

      The voice came from the back of the building. Ty clenched his jaw. The smoke coming out of the shop was intense, but he thought he could get inside. There was no fire, though there had been enough heat to scald his hand as he touched the door. That suggested that whatever else, there was something inside.

      He couldn’t leave this child in here.

      Ty wrapped his cloak around himself, holding the satchel of dragon pearls tight against him, and he darted forward. He couldn’t see much of anything. The smoke was thick, almost as if it were breathed out by some dragon trying to keep him from getting inside.

      “Where are you?”

      There was no answer.

      “Hello?”

      “Help!”

      This came from the back, so Ty slipped forward and moved through the store. He bumped into something, though with the smoke around him it was difficult to make out much of anything. He continued moving, trying to slip along the floor, trying to get farther back into the home section of the store to see where the child might be, but with each step he had to feel his way forward, and he was afraid that he wasn’t going to be able to figure out where this child was.

      “Where are you?”

      “Help!”

      Irritation bubbled up within him. Not only had he been shot in the back the night before, but now Bingham’s shop had been burned? It wasn’t only Bingham’s shop, though. It was others, but it was Bingham’s shop that troubled him the most.

      He kicked through something that got in his way. An entire wall fell.

      “You have to help me,” he said. “I need to know where you are.”

      “Help!”

      The voice came from close by.

      Ty hurried. The smoke had intensified, and though he wasn’t breathing it in—or he had adjusted to it—the heat around him had started to intensify. If he waited too much longer, the heat was going to overwhelm him, making it impossible to get to the child.

      If he failed at getting the child when he had gotten so close…

      No.

      He was going to get him.

      Ty was close enough now, and he could practically tell he was here.

      He had to follow what he’d heard before.

      “Listen,” he cried out. “My name is Ty. I’m here to help you. I need to find you though, so I need you to guide me to you, or I need you to come to me. Either follow the sound of my voice or help me find you.”

      There was no answer.

      Ty tripped and fell.

      When he did, he discovered that the smoke was a little bit thinner here, and he crawled forward, able to see the hallway. He crawled as quickly as he could, berating himself for his foolishness in coming in here, but at the same time he felt as if he needed to do something for the child who might be trapped here.

      He reached the doorway.

      When he got to it, he reached up, trying to find an opening, but there was none.

      It was locked.

      “Hello?”

      There was no answer.

      Ty got to his feet. The smoke was thicker. He coughed again, his eyes immediately watering. He slammed his shoulder into the door.

      It didn’t open.

      He grabbed for his dragon-bone dagger and slammed it into the lock and twisted.

      He didn’t fear for the dragon bone. Dragon bone wouldn’t crack.

      Something strange still happened.

      The blade had taken on a soft glowing light, and it was warm, as if it were trying to absorb the light and heat from inside the burning building.

      It didn’t burn his hand, though. He pushed open the door, slipping the dragon-bone dagger back into its sheath before he had a chance to think much about what he had seen, and he looked inside. The voice had come from here. He was certain of it.

      “Hello?”

      There was no sign of the child.

      He couldn’t see much of anything. The smoke was too thick and too dense to make anything out, and so he dropped down to the floor again, crawling forward. It was a bedroom. There was a bed nearby, a dresser off to the side, and a washbasin resting on the floor.

      A towel draped over the washbasin, practically settling inside it, though he didn’t know if the child was here. Ty reached the bed and felt along it.

      There.

      He found a motionless form.

      He grabbed at it, pulling, and as he did they suddenly started fighting.

      “Easy,” Ty whispered.

      He pulled the child across the floor.

      He couldn’t have been more than five or six. Ty’s parents had left him when he was closer to fifteen, an adult, but something had changed for him at that point. Losing them had caused him to regress. How could it not? This boy was still a boy. He still had a chance. He was tiny, small enough that he cradled him in his arms and dipped the towel in the washbasin, using that to cover his mouth and nose as he started back toward the door.

      The smoke was still too thick for him to see much of anything, but as he slipped through here, he could hear something cracking, groaning, then an explosion of heat thundered toward him.

      Ty reacted, throwing his elbows up as if to block it.

      Strangely, the smoke billowed away from him when he did.

      “Is there a back way out?”

      The boy had fallen silent, motionless. He cradled him close as he struggled, trying to find another way to go. There had to be another way out.

      Ty couldn’t head back toward the main part of the building. If the flames were erupting out there, there would be no chance to escape, so he was going to have to find another way.

      He stayed low, though holding onto the boy made that difficult.

      He continued through the building, feeling his way with one hand and holding onto the boy as tightly as he could, trying to keep him clutched against his chest while he searched.

      He reached the wall.

      No door here, just a wall.

      Given everything else that he had seen inside this building, especially with the flames crackling along the floorboards, creeping up and threatening to overwhelm the building, he was surprised there were no flames here.

      He kicked at it. The wall cracked.

      He pushed on the wall again. The boy moaned softly, the only movement that he made. Ty had to get them out of here, had to get the boy to a healer—maybe even to Maeve.

      Not that he expected Maeve to take this child in. Maybe the boy’s mother wouldn’t even want him to help anymore. Ty kicked, and the wall creaked again. Another kick. That was all he needed.

      Something splintered and Ty stepped out.

      The air wasn’t any cooler outside, though it was a little clearer.

      Ty darted forward, keeping his arm covering his nose. He followed an alley, looking for an opening, clear sky, anything that would guide him toward safety.

      Then in the distance, he saw an opening. It was like a light at the end of a tunnel, calling to him. He raced forward, and when he neared he realized his mistake.

      Not a light at the end of the tunnel.

      Flames at the end of the alley.

      Ty turned back.

      Behind him came more flames.

      He was trapped.
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      Ty shifted the boy in his arms. The smoke seemed as if it circled around him, and he coughed, trying to clear his lungs. He needed to move up to clearer air, but his arms ached, and the shoulder injury still throbbed. By the time he reached the end of the alley, he could barely hold onto him. The pain coursed along his body and left his shoulder where the crossbow bolt had pierced him in complete agony.

      He wasn’t going to be able to go much farther.

      The flames from the other end of the alley continued pressing forward, getting closer and closer. It reminded him of the heat from the lava lake, the power of the flames pressing upon him, the energy that came off of Ishantil. It was powerful, and it seemed as if the dragon pearls in his pouch grew increasingly warm. Perhaps he should have discarded them, but how could he?

      The back side of the alley was all stone crammed close together, and he tested one door after another, feeling for some way out, but they were all locked. Maybe he could force his way in, though he didn’t know if it would even be possible to do so.

      He had used his dragon-bone dagger to break into other places. He neared one of the doors. It was a thick, oaken door, stained almost black, and it was slick. He shoved the dragon-bone dagger into the lock, twisting it briefly.

      The dagger didn’t turn. He withdrew it, prying into the door handle, then kicked open the door. Flames poured out from inside.

      Not that way.

      He pulled the door closed again, shutting it and keeping himself trapped in the alley.

      Flames were coming from every direction.

      He wouldn’t be able to go anywhere. He had to figure out something; he didn’t have much time left. The flames continued to crawl along the alley, and they were getting closer.

      The smoke grew thicker, pouring toward him.

      Ty tried another door on the alley, but much like the last one flames and smoke poured out the moment that he did. He reached into the flames and pulled the door closed again then searched for another way out.

      There would have to be another way out.

      Ty hurried along the street, staying as low as he could. The air was a little bit clearer when he crouched down. The smoke drifted up, but he had to breathe shallowly.

      He paused for a moment, checking on the boy. Lessons Maeve had taught him came back to him, showing him how to assess for injuries. He wasn’t skilled at all, but at least he could see if he was breathing, and he could tell whether or not his heart was beating.

      “Focus on feeling for the heat of life within the person,” Maeve had taught him.

      “The heat of life?”

      He remembered her looking across the table at him, at the injured elderly man they had been hired to help. She leaned down, her face tilted so that she was pressed close to the man, and her eyes flicked up at him. “Life carries with it heat. When it’s missing, the heat leaves. You must find that heat. In the breath of their lungs, the blood in their veins, and the warmth of their skin.”

      He was breathing. His heart still beat. If he remained unconscious like this, Ty didn’t know how much longer it would last, though.

      He had to find a way out.

      Climbing up and over the buildings would be difficult, especially with the smoke crawling along them and the flames crackling down the alley. It might be dangerous, too. But if the fire were contained inside one of the buildings, he might be able to race along the rooftops and find his way out before the flames engulfed this entire section.

      What choice do I have?

      None, if he wanted to get out of here alive. None, if he wanted to get this boy out of here alive. Ty darted forward and looked for a good place to climb. He hurried until he reached a section where the alley was narrower.

      Holding onto the boy was difficult. He had to do it with one arm, and his injured shoulder screamed at him with the motion, but he fought back against it. He got a handhold up on the roof and then pulled, dangling for a moment, holding himself in place before pushing the boy up.

      Then he fell.

      Ty scrambled to get back to his feet. Heat drifted down the alley, the smoke and flame racing toward him, hot and burning, coming at him faster and faster. The alleyway was becoming choked by the smoke, filled by the flame. If he waited here too much longer, there wasn’t going to be any way to escape.

      Ty got to his feet and reached up, grasping for the building. He dug his fingers into the wall and managed to get a handhold. He pulled, and when he tried to reach with his other arm, pain shot through it. He almost let go, but the moan coming from the boy he’d tossed on the rooftop gave him renewed strength. Ty managed to get himself up and until he was lying next to the boy.

      The air up here was a little bit clearer, and he breathed in deeply but immediately regretted it. He coughed, the burning in his lungs painful. The boy still hadn’t moved, but at least he’d moaned a little bit.

      He scooped him with his good arm and crouched down, crawling forward.

      With each step, he looked for a different way out.

      He moved quickly, crawling along the rooftop, and avoided the growing flames. As he made his way forward, the flames continued to press him from either side, but Ty found an opening, though it wasn’t where he thought it would be. It was behind him.

      When he had been on the ground, the alley had been burning, and he didn’t think he’d be able to travel in that direction, but up here it seemed as if moving along the alley was the only way he could go.

      Ty hurried along and reached the next building, which forced him to jump. Holding onto the boy and jumping was difficult. When he landed, pain shot through him again, but he held onto him, refusing to let him go.

      He’d come this far, and he’d held onto him this tightly. He wasn’t about to give up. He cried out when they landed. He almost retched with the pain.

      He would have to visit Maeve again, needing for the old healer to stitch him up, but for now Ty needed to keep moving.

      The opening in the distance called to him.

      It was light, beckoning him forward, light that meant he was close to safety. Light that meant he was almost to freedom. It was light that meant he would find his way free of this.

      Ty hurried forward.

      He had to jump again. He steeled himself, preparing for the next jump, and when he reached it, he gathered all of his strength and determination, leaping forward.

      He landed, staggering ahead, and collapsed onto his knees. He almost dropped the boy but didn’t. The flames didn’t press upon him quite as much as they had before. The smoke had stopped billowing quite as much, as well.

      Ty staggered back to his feet, hurrying forward, and then he looked down.

      A crowd formed on the street. Somebody noticed him, and they pointed.

      “I need help,” Ty called out, his throat ragged.

      He motioned with the boy and somebody approached, reaching for him. As Ty handed the boy down, he started to fall. The pain in his shoulder made it difficult to do much of anything else. He tried to hold himself together, trying to maintain his strength, trying not to collapse, but he struggled.

      “Hold on!” somebody shouted.

      The crowd surged forward and pressed up against the building, reaching for him. Ty cried out when somebody grabbed his injured shoulder, but then the hands pulled him down, lowering him to the street.

      “Find his… mother,” Ty coughed.

      Ty shook the hands off, trying to get to freedom, and didn’t really want to answer any questions.

      “Just find the boy’s mother. She’s… a seamstress.”

      He backed away and almost fell into somebody. He spun around to see a familiar face looking up at him.

      “Eastley. Thank the Flame.”

      He had known Eastley for almost the entire time that he had been working with Bingham. He was a muscular young man with blond hair and a sharp jawline, who was able to use his looks in much the same way that Olivia used hers.

      He had been out of prison since Ishantil had finally settled, but Ty hadn’t seen him that much. Eastley had been distant, though Ty understood why. Given what he had gone through, the torment he had endured, he felt like that made sense.

      “What happened?” Eastley asked. “Bingham’s shop…”

      Ty glanced over. “I saw it. There was a woman who lost her son, and they thought the fire was deliberate.”

      “And then you went to rescue a child?” He ran a hand through his hair, sweat dripping down his brow. “What would make you do something like that?”

      “The Dragon Touched aren’t here to help.”

      Or if they were, they hadn’t reacted. Could the Dragon Touched be involved?

      That didn’t make any sense. They normally came to put out fires. But in this section of the city, and with his known connection to Bingham, perhaps they were.

      “What are you doing here?” Ty asked.

      “I heard the commotion. Thought it was a good chance for me to see what opportunities might be here.”

      Leave it to Eastley to think about stealing more than anything else. It was better than how he had been spending his time lately. Eastley had been drinking most of the time and hadn’t been looking for jobs. Ty understood, but perhaps getting him out in the world again was helpful.

      “Have you seen any Dragon Touched?”

      “We haven’t seen many of them since Ishantil threatened to erupt. If you ask me, that’s for the best. Not that you’re going to ask me.”

      Ty looked around, noting the crowd drawing the woman and her child away. She had her arms wrapped around him, clinging to him as if afraid to lose him. She shepherded him through the crowd, never letting him get too far from her.

      He tore his gaze away. He had to get into Bingham’s shop. The relic was there.

      “Have you seen any sign of Bingham or Olivia?”

      “I haven’t seen either of them. I was just following the crowd, looking at the damage. Everything else is destroyed. Most of the buildings along the street are gone. There is total loss. And there’s not much that can be done about it. Not until the fires get put out.”

      Ty sighed, then he hurried toward Bingham’s street.

      The flames had at least died down, and they didn’t nearly overwhelm him the same way as they had.

      As he approached the street, the smoke billowing along it wasn’t nearly as dense and thick as it had been before. He hurried toward Bingham’s shop and found the flames had died down here too, leaving a smoldering ember. It was almost as if the shop itself had burned completely, leaving little behind.

      “I hope he wasn’t in here,” he whispered.

      “Bingham would’ve gotten out,” Eastley said. “He would have noticed the fire.”

      He looked over at him. Eastley and Bingham had worked together, but they were never close, not the way that Ty was close with Bingham. As far as Eastley was concerned, Bingham was somebody who would, for a fair price, buy the items that he stole, but not much more than that.

      Ty wondered what Bingham was for him. A friend? It didn’t seem quite right. Bingham had known Ty’s mother, but that didn’t make them friends. A mentor, certainly. Someone who helped provide jobs. But what else?

      Eastley shoved him on the shoulder. “We should keep moving if the buildings are going to collapse, and you have no idea what’s going to happen to the rest.”

      “We need to check Bingham’s shop.”

      Eastley shook his head. “You know he’s going to have gotten away.”

      Ty wasn’t sure how to argue with him. He wasn’t as worried about Bingham as he was about the relic. Could he admit that to Eastley?

      “Go on, Eastley. I need to see if Bingham is in there.”

      “Are you that worried about losing your fence?”

      “I’m more concerned about what he might have inside there.”

      He picked his way through Bingham’s shop, moving carefully and slowly as he did. There was no real sign of what had been inside here before. Everything had been destroyed. Bingham had countless items that he had taken over the years, many of them that he had thought were far more valuable than Bingham had claimed, but he couldn’t have sold them on his own. All of it looked to have been destroyed. His cabinets had crumbled, the wood little more than ashes now. Some of the various dragon relics that he had collected were shattered, crumbled under his feet. Most of the forgeries were gone, leaving little more than remnants of what had once been here.

      He picked his way through it but saw no sign of a body. Thankfully. He didn’t know what he would do if he were to come across a body.

      Something remained intact, and it seemed to prop up one of the wooden struts of the building itself. The pillar smoldered, and as Ty approached, he realized just what it rested upon.

      “Eastley! Help me move this timber.”

      He’d been staring toward the street, and when he called out his name, Eastley spun toward him, hurrying over. “It looks like it’s still supporting something.”

      “We need to get this out of here.”

      His eyes widened as he looked down. “Is that—”

      “A dragon relic. It was the last job I took.”

      The fool had left it behind.

      What was he thinking, leaving that sculpture behind when he ran?

      Unless he hadn’t been here at all. Maybe he had been out, trying to move the sculpture. If the dragon light weren’t here, there wasn’t going to be any way for him to move it, not until he found the dragon light.

      Still, there was no sign of that light, no sign of a candle, no sign of anything to suggest that he needed to find it.

      “That is massive,” Eastley said. “How much did he think it was worth?” Eastley kicked at the timber, but it didn’t move.

      “Not like that,” he said. “We have to drag the sculpture.”

      “That thing is going to be heavy,” Eastley said. “It looks like it’s still burning.”

      “Then we have to move it carefully,” he said.

      “If you hadn’t saved me, I don’t know if I’d be willing to help you.”

      Ty ignored him, looking for an unburned section of the timber and finding one stretched away from where the sculpture had come to rest. Ty grabbed the bottom of the timber and pulled. All he needed was for the timber to fall off to the side, nothing more than that, but he didn’t even know if he would be able to move it on him own. The sculpture was valuable to Ty. He needed to draw out the Tecal, especially if he thought that he could somehow use that to trade for Albion, at least for access to Albion. Without it…

      Ty wasn’t going to think like that.

      “Come on,” he called to Eastley. “Help me.”

      Eastley shook his head but joined him, hoisting the timber. Together they grunted, exerting as much force as they could, but they managed to drag it, letting it collapse on the ground next to the dragon sculpture. A bit of spark and flame danced from the timber. He hurried over to the sculpture, and when he tried to lift it, he found he couldn’t.

      “It must be heavy.” Eastley grabbed at the sculpture, trying to lift it, but groaned as he did. “How did you take this?”

      “We need to find the dragon light.” When Eastley frowned, Ty went on. “Something that will be glowing softly is anchoring this sculpture. We don’t really know how it works, only that it was some sort of security mechanism.”

      “Where did you take this from?”

      “You don’t want to know,” he said.

      Ty glanced back, looking out at the street. Thankfully, it was still empty. With all of the smoke and flames along the street, most of the people who had been here had continued onward, as if they didn’t want anything to do with this place. Not that he could blame them.

      “We need to keep moving.” Eastley turned his attention back to Ty. “I know you want to take this sculpture with you, and I suspect that it’s valuable enough for you to want, but if we can’t carry it then it’s no good to us.”

      “It’s going to implicate Bingham,” he said.

      “Bingham can handle himself. If we get caught here with it…”

      Bingham wasn’t wrong, but Ty wasn’t about to leave it behind.

      There had to be some way to find the dragon light.

      Ty dropped down, getting low beneath the smoke that still hovered over everything. Finding the dragon light should’ve been obvious.

      He didn’t find it.

      Where had Bingham brought the dragon light?

      Perhaps it had gotten trapped beneath the timber that they had dropped.

      He hurried over to it. It was difficult to see much of anything, as part of the timber was glowing and burning, but as he got close to it he realized that what he feared was right.

      Beneath the timber, the steady light of the dragon candle blazed.

      There was going to be no way to get the sculpture out.
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      Ty crouched in front of the timber, trying to decide if they would be able to roll it. It had been hard enough for him and Eastley to move it at all, but rolling it would be easier than dragging it. Smoke drifted around him, and though he hadn’t coughed in quite some time, he hesitated taking a deep breath, knowing that the smoke would fill his lungs and make inhaling difficult.

      “We have to get going,” Eastley said, turning to him. “There’s movement out in the street. I haven’t seen a whole lot of activity around here before, so that there is any suggests they are—”

      “Guards,” he said.

      Eastley nodded. “Or some of the Dragon Touched.”

      Ty nodded again. “Either way, we don’t want to be here.”

      They would sweep along the street, testing each building, looking for anybody who might have survived the fires. He still didn’t know who had started the fire. Could it be the Dragon Touched? If they came across the sculpture, it would not be good. What if it was one of the priests who had chased him? It would be dangerous then, as well.

      “You have to help me move the timber.”

      “Ty—”

      “Just do it.” He tried to grab onto the not-burning end, but he cried out.

      “It’s on fire,” Eastley said.

      Ty looked down, realizing that Eastley was right. Now the entire length of the timber was burning. They weren’t going to be able to move it without burning themselves. He reached for his dragon-bone dagger. Maybe he could pry the dragon light out from beneath the timber.

      He swept along the ground, but the heat coming off the timber made it too difficult to get close to it. As he dug his knife along the ground, trying to move it even a little, the heat made it incredibly difficult.

      He pulled his hand back.

      Ty let out a frustrated groan and turned to the sculpture.

      He stabbed the dagger underneath the sculpture. Strangely, it tipped and collapsed onto its side.

      “What did you do?”

      “I just stabbed at it with my dagger,” he said, looking at it blankly.

      “You did what?”

      He looked down at the dagger. It was still glowing the way it had seemed to before, as if it had sucked in some of the smoke and fire. Maybe it had. It was dragon bone, and dragon bone had characteristics that he knew were odd and could be unpredictable. He kept it because of the sharpness of the blade, but the oddity of it was an additional reason to hold onto it.

      “We should be able to lift it now,” he said.

      Eastley shook his head. “I still think we should leave it behind.”

      Ty had to take it. He needed to. This was how he was going to get to Albion. The king valued dragon relics. He intended to bring one to him.

      “I’m taking it.”

      He grunted as he lifted it and was pleasantly surprised to find that he could carry it. As he got the sculpture up, he carried it forward and looked at Eastley, who was ignoring him.

      “Let’s go toward the back,” Ty said.

      “We don’t know what it’s like back there. We know that the street in front is mostly clear.”

      “We also know that the street has some of the soldiers, along with the Dragon Touched. I don’t want to encounter either of them, so…”

      Eastley just shook his head. “Go. I’ll be right behind you.”

      Ty held the sculpture, clutching it against him chest, and thankfully it was lighter than it had been before.

      As he held onto it, he raced through the back of what was left of Bingham’s shop. He jumped over the smoldering timber, casting one last look down at it. The dragon light would be seen by whoever came through here later. He would have to return, or Bingham would have to return, so that somebody didn’t realize that it was there. As they cleaned up the shop, they wanted to make sure that any debris that might implicate Bingham and what he had been doing would be removed.

      He breathed out a sigh and finally reached the back of the shop, where he found part of the door still standing. Ty kicked it, sending a new jolt of pain along his back, and then he stepped into the alley.

      Smoke filled the alley, though not at all like it had in the street out front. At least at the back of the alley, it seemed as if he would be able to hurry along more easily, and he wouldn’t have to worry quite as much about breathing in smoke. He still kept his scarf wrapped around his nose, using that to help filter the air and keep from breathing in some of the foulness.

      Ty looked behind. Thankfully, Eastley was still there.

      “Where do you intend to go?” Eastley asked. “With Bingham’s shop burned, I doubt my place is safe, since it’s too close to the fire, so I suppose we go to yours?”

      Ty squeezed his eyes shut for a moment. Not his place. He couldn’t go back there. Not after what happened. He had no idea who might be watching it intending to get information about the Dragon Thief.

      “Anyplace we bring it might not be safe, though,” Eastley added. “There are still Dragon Touched in the city, even if they didn’t go to the fires.”

      He was right. If the Dragon Touched came along, they would use whatever strange magic they had in order to detect the dragon sculpture and pearls. Ty wasn’t sure that he wanted to be around here any longer than necessary, and he certainly didn’t want to be caught by the Dragon Touched, not with this sculpture and the pearls.

      “I’ve got an idea,” Ty said.

      “You look like you just swallowed a turd, so why do I get the feeling I’m the one who’s not going to like it?”

      “It’s more about me not liking it.”

      Eastley frowned. “What is it?”

      Ty shook his head, and he hurried through the alley.

      Now that he knew where he was going to go, he moved much more quickly.

      He stayed in the alleys. Navigating through the main city streets would be faster but also would put them out in the open, and with the early daylight, he didn’t want to be seen carrying the dragon sculpture. It would draw too much attention. Besides, he and Eastley stunk of smoke, which would only raise questions.

      As they began to near the outskirts of the city, Eastley grabbed his shoulder and Ty almost dropped the sculpture.

      “Ow! Dammit, Eastley!”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t know…” Eastley looked at him. “How bad?”

      “A crossbow bolt in my shoulder.”

      Eastley’s eyes widened slightly. To his credit, he remained focused on the task at hand. “Where are you taking us? We are almost to the edge of the city, and if we keep going, we get to—”

      “The jungle,” Ty said. “That’s where we’re going.”

      Eastley shook his head. “I’m not going out there.”

      Ty regarded him for a moment. “You stay here. I’ll go. Find Bingham. Let him know I went back home.”

      Eastley frowned at him before looking at the jungle sloping away from the city. “Home?”

      “It’s probably a good idea if you go looking for Bingham, anyway. He’s going to want to know I got the sculpture out of his shop, and I’m not willing to go back there. Not with everything else that’s going on.”

      “Ty…”

      “Just go find him for me.”

      He wasn’t sure if Eastley would do it, but by adding the for me to it, he at least hoped that he would take it into consideration. They had a friendship, at least as much as two thieves within Zarinth could have a friendship. Competitors at times, they were also more alike than different. He considered Eastley as much of a friend as anyone else.

      “Bingham will know where to find me. You can come with him.”

      “Into the jungle?”

      “I’m not going very far into the jungle,” Ty said.

      Eastley just shook his head. “I should probably go check on my place, anyway. Are you sure that you’re going to be safe? I owe you. I don’t want you to think I don’t know that.”

      As soon as he got out of the city, Ty figured that he would be safe. He wouldn’t have to worry about fires, and he wouldn’t have to worry about rogue Priests of the Flame coming after him. All he would have to worry about were memories assaulting him.

      “I’m going to be fine,” he said. “Just go find him.”

      Eastley nodded and then hurried away.

      Ty took a deep breath, waiting until he was gone, and then he started forward through the alleys until he reached the outskirts of the city. He waited until he had a chance to make sure that there was no movement around him, nobody else out in the streets, but on this side of the city there would be very few people heading toward the jungle. It was just unusual for people to make their way toward the jungle, unusual that they would even risk it.

      He darted across, reaching the edge of the trees.

      He wandered just inside the boundary of the trees, breathing in the strange energy here, letting it fill him. There was something familiar about it, something that made him feel as if he were back home. Almost, though not completely.

      Ty jogged along until he reached the path heading through the trees.

      It was easier taking the path through the trees without Ishantil trembling. He still remembered the way the volcano had shaken the ground, the heavy energy of Ishantil, the way that it had left him feeling afraid of the impending eruption. It was the reason that he had avoided the jungle ever since then.

      Still, this path was familiar, though it was the same path used to march his brother back down the mountainside. Taken away from the city and away from him, they carried Albion toward the king’s torment and whatever justice they thought he needed to suffer. He weaved through the trees until he reached another section that was familiar to him, and from there he hurried a little bit farther.

      It wasn’t far now.

      Ty raced forward, darting along a familiar path. It was faded and no longer trampled the way that it once had been, but he still knew the way. It was almost as if his mind and his body reacted without him needing to do anything. Memories drifted back to him from his childhood. He had taken this walk dozens of times over the years, enough so that he could make it even in the dark, as if he could feel his way toward home.

      It had been a long time since he had returned. Ever since he’d left, looking for information about his parents, he’d only returned a few times, and that was early on after working with Bingham and thinking that he might know something. Neither of them had found any sign of his parents inside the home.

      He weaved along, hurrying forward, and finally stepped out into a small clearing.

      It was overgrown compared to the way it had been when he was younger, though that had been cleared by his father, creating space for the small, squat stone building that still remained untouched. The building itself was old, as old as many within the city, a reminder of what had once been more common in this part of the world. Some of the people who had lived in this section of the world had constructed the building out of lava rock, making it stout and powerful, much like the old temple where the priest had dragged him.

      Unlike there, he had generally happy memories here. This was where he had chased his brother, climbing on the trees near their home. This was where his father had taught him to avoid the velum, staying low as they swung through the trees. This was where he had learned which flowers were safe and which were not. This was where he had learned to navigate along the stream, finding his way back to the house or down to the city. This was where he had lived, knowing nothing but happiness.

      Ty breathed out, feeling all of those thoughts, all of those memories coming back to him, filling him with sadness, though he knew that they shouldn’t.

      He headed to the home and pushed open the door. The smell of age greeted him, a familiar sense, and as he closed the door behind him darkness swallowed him.

      Ty headed straight toward the lantern he knew was resting on the table, and it took only a moment to get it glowing, lit brightly so that he could look around the inside of the home.

      He set the sculpture down and turned, looking everywhere.

      His heart skipped a beat when he saw the mantle above the fireplace.

      There was a note just like the one that had been in his home in the city.
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      Ty sat at the old table and chairs, the lantern resting on the table, the dragon sculpture settled on the ground alongside it. His dragon-bone dagger rested on the table next to him, though he was ready to reach for it at any moment, prepared in case anybody came inside. He had been staring at the note for the better part of an hour, trying to decipher its meaning.

      This one was different than the last. That one had been an instruction to meet, whereas this one was something else entirely.

      This had to be what the Priest of the Flame had wanted.

      His brother had left it for him.

      Ty didn’t understand anything about it, though. It was written in strange symbols that he couldn’t interpret, but the neat signature at the bottom of the page was legible enough for him to make out, and it was easy enough to determine that it was his brother who had left it. He had been here before his captivity.

      More than that, he had left a note for him.

      Had Albion known something would happen, and that he would need to come looking for him? The idea Albion would’ve planned all of that…

      It was probably as impossible as Albion having been the Dragon Thief.

      The idea of either was too much to believe.

      He needed his help. More than that, Albion needed Ty’s help.

      Whatever was on this page was important to the rogue Priests of the Flame, important enough they would have come looking for him, breaking into his home, leaving a note to draw him in. Whatever it was had been important enough that they risked exposing their presence in the city. Whatever it was apparently carried so much importance that they were willing to kill for it.

      Ty breathed out, still staring at it.

      If he had left a book, or something that could’ve given him any indication as to what else was here, he might be able to figure out what he wanted him to know, but unfortunately there was nothing more to be found.

      He stared at the note before folding it up and stuffing it into his pocket.

      He slipped the dragon-bone dagger back into his pocket as well.

      The need to hide the sculpture pressed on him.

      It was safe here. Very few people knew about this place. There was Maeve, and Ty doubted Maeve would ever say anything about it, and Bingham. Maybe Eastley now that Ty had revealed that Bingham could find it, but he didn’t really think that Eastley would say anything that would get him into trouble.

      Ty got up slowly, his shoulder aching less than before, then headed to the back bedroom. There were two. One that his father and mother had used, and the other he and Albion had shared. He wondered if Albion had left him any other notes.

      The one on the mantle was obvious and seemed to have been placed there simply so that he would be drawn to it, but anything else…

      As he looked around, checking in the old bedroom and then in his parents’ old bedroom, he found nothing. No sign of any notes, no sign of anything that suggested Albion had been here. Nothing other than the note.

      He pulled it out of his pocket, running his finger along the edge of it, but didn’t find anything to it. He stuffed it back in his pocket and took the satchel of dragon pearls and found his old hiding place, a section in the wall that had come loose, and stuffed them inside. Ty replaced the obsidian section of wall in front of it.

      If somebody came here, they might feel the presence of dragons, but they might also realize it just came from the obsidian.

      They wouldn’t find the dragon pearls.

      He hurried around the room, going to Albion’s old hiding places. He had learned about them early on, learning that he had many little nooks and crannies within the room where he would keep things, and he pried up a section of the floor and slipped his bank markers down into it. If nothing else, he wouldn’t lose those.

      He didn’t have much money, and in other places within the kingdom, it wouldn’t get him nearly as far as it did within Zarinth, so he needed to preserve what he had. He had started stealing for his parents. Now he kept what he had taken for himself. For the future that he wasn’t sure that he ever would have.

      He replaced the flooring and went back out to the main room, where he took a seat, staring at the sculpture. It had withstood the flames intact. There was no sign of any damage to it, which surprised him, though he knew that it shouldn’t. Sculptures like this, dragon sculptures that carried with them some sort of ancient power and were formed by the ancient artisans who had known how to work with obsidian in ways that they did not these days, were often indestructible, very similar to dragon bone.

      Ty sat at the table. He stared at the sculpture and lost track of how long he was staring at it, but finally a soft scratching sound caught his attention.

      Ty got to his feet, looking around the inside of the home before heading over to the door. He looked at it for a moment, tipping his head to the side, and realized that something was outside.

      He wasn’t alone.

      Maybe it meant that Bingham was here. He pulled the door open and hesitated, sweeping his gaze around the outside. When he had been growing up here, the clearing had generally protected them from the velum that would swing through the trees all throughout the rest of the jungle, but maybe as the clearing had overgrown again the velum had decided to use this place for their own purposes once again.

      Ty didn’t see any movement. There was still the sound that he had heard, though he didn’t know what it was, only that it had caught his attention. He stared out into the forest, looking for anything that might tell him what he’d heard, though he didn’t see anything.

      He started to close the door when shadows in the trees caught his attention. Ty reached for the dagger.

      “Is that you, Tydornen?”

      He hesitated. “Bingham? You had me worried there.”

      “I had you worried? You have me marching out here, searching through the trees for this blasted place, and you accuse me of getting you worried?” Bingham appeared from the shadows, making his way toward him.

      “How are you holding up?”

      There was a moment where the steel in his gaze sagged. “I’ll be fine. I’ve lost before and come back stronger.” He looked away, his gaze taking in the rest of the home. “I forget just how hard it is to reach this place. Your mother loved the jungle, but by the Flame, I never understood why it had to be here. I still can’t believe this is where she made you spend your earliest days.”

      “It wasn’t so bad.”

      Bingham stumbled, getting caught up by something in the grasses in the space where the clearing had once been, and jerked his foot free. He stumbled again, almost falling.

      Ty watched him approach. He was tempted to hurry over to Bingham and offer him assistance, but Bingham was a proud man and would likely refuse any help.

      “You shouldn’t have come up here with that limp. I should have just sent word to you. Nothing else.”

      Bingham glowered at him. “I did all right. Besides, I’m not about to leave you here by yourself.” Bingham’s gaze lingered briefly on the sculpture. “You rescued it.”

      Ty nodded. “Didn’t Eastley tell you that we did?”

      “He was in too much of a hurry. Told me I needed to meet you out here. I don’t think he cares much for the jungle.”

      “I don’t think he does either. I went looking for you and the fire.”

      “Sounds like you weren’t just looking for me.”

      Bingham arched a brow. “I heard about that. Sounds like you went out rescuing some boy? His mother couldn’t stop talking about the hero who risked himself dragging her son out. By the Flame, hearing some of the people talk about the man who appeared on top of the building carrying the boy out from the fire, you would have thought you were some sort of dragon risen from the ashes.”

      “Thanks,” Ty muttered.

      “A risen dragon,” Bingham said, shaking his head and laughing. “Stories like that get people killed.” When Ty looked at him, he shrugged. “Care to tell me why you went after him?”

      It was the same sort of question Eastley had asked, and yet, he didn’t have any better answer for Bingham than he’d had for Eastley. “If somebody started the fire because of what we had done and what we had taken, I wasn’t about to let some boy suffer, Bingham, if I could do anything to help him.” He looked over at the sculpture. “And I had to wait for the fire to burn down in your place before going back for this, anyway.”

      “What if I were burning up in the fire?” Bingham said suggestively. “I know something happened. I can see it in your face, but more than that I can see it in the way you’re standing there. You got hurt. Was it rescuing the boy? That would serve you, as far as I can say.”

      Ty reached for the injury along his shoulder. “Not the boy.” He shared the note, then the scene in the temple, and finally how he’d run through the city before returning home. “The damn thing still stings, Bingham. I know you’d probably call me a baby, but it hurts.”

      “Dragon bone?”

      “What was that?”

      “You said the bolt was dragon bone.”

      He nodded. “I did. It was. I don’t know who would use dragon bone like that. Maybe they really were Priests of the Flame.”

      That didn’t fit with his experience. The priests celebrated fire, but they also celebrated some higher power, the Flame that they claimed offered a hope of some greater salvation, though it was a hope that Ty had never shared. He didn’t expect to see any sort of salvation from anything. The only salvation he would find would be on his own.

      “Not priests like I’ve ever known,” Bingham muttered.

      “Me neither. That’s why I ran.”

      Bingham paused at the mantle, tracing his finger along it. There was something almost familiar about it. There was a part of Ty that wanted to know just how well Bingham knew Ty’s mother, but there was a part of him that didn’t, either. If Bingham knew what his mother had been involved in and what might have taken her away from the city, why wouldn’t he have said anything? Ty had asked him early on if Bingham knew what had happened to her, but Bingham claimed that he did not. If he were to learn otherwise… Ty wasn’t sure that he could handle that betrayal.

      “We need to figure out what they were after.”

      “I had no idea what he was looking for at the time. Albion hadn’t left me with anything when he was in the city. I didn’t even know he was the Dragon Thief until he was dragged off to the king.”

      Bingham watched him. “When did you figure out what they were after?”

      Ty had been looking around the inside of the home until he paused, turning back to Bingham. “What was that?”

      He shrugged, turning back to the mantle. “You said at the time.” When he turned back to him, he smiled slightly. “That means you figured out what they were looking for.”

      Ty hadn’t been sure whether to share with Bingham the note his brother had left for him. He trusted him about as far as he could trust any thief, and he had invited him to join him here to see where he’d brought the dragon sculpture, but this was different. This was about the safety of his family and figuring out what his brother had been into. Ty wasn’t sure that he wanted to bring Bingham into that.

      “He left me this,” he said finally, pulling the note out of his pocket.

      Bingham took it, his gaze skimming quickly along it before he handed it back to Ty. “I assume you can tell me what it means?”

      “You know what happens when you assume.”

      His nose wrinkled as he frowned at him in mock irritation. “You can’t read it.”

      He shook his head. “It’s not like it’s some strange language between my brother and me, if that’s what you were hoping for.”

      “Well…”

      “It just looks like a series of symbols.” Ty unfolded the note again, studying the markings. “He had to have left it for me, but why would he have done that if he didn’t leave me any way of reading it?”

      “What if it’s not for you?” Bingham asked softly.

      Ty looked up. “Who would it be for if he didn’t leave it for me?”

      He shrugged. “Can’t say I know with any certainty, but your brother is a unique man. Every story that we’ve ever heard about the Dragon Thief tells us that he has talent and potential. Had you not gone into the palace yourself, you wouldn’t even have known that he was there. Then think about all the other jobs the Dragon Thief was responsible for. I have to say, I thought most of those stories were just that—stories. Can’t believe that someone would actually be able to do half the things he was supposed to have done.”

      “You don’t have to sound so impressed.”

      “What can I say? I’m a thief. I can be impressed by a job done well.”

      Ty continued staring at the note. “I just wish I knew what he wanted from me by leaving it here.” He looked up again. “He had to have left it for me. We were the only ones who knew about this house and how to find it. I know you will tell me that he might have been working with someone he trusted, but that doesn’t fit with what I know of Albion. He wouldn’t have shared the house. Not this place.”

      If he had, then his brother was a much different person than he’d ever known.

      But then… he was.

      Albion was the Dragon Thief. He had to stop thinking of him as his brother and start thinking of him as this other. That was how he would figure out what he’d been up to so that he could figure out how to save him. Only in doing that could he find some way to rescue him from the king.

      “What if there was something else here in the city that he was after?” Ty whispered.

      “I think the egg was enough of a prize,” Bingham said.

      Ty wasn’t exactly sure. The egg would have been a prize, but he knew Albion had come to the city before Ishantil had started to erupt. It was before the egg.

      Ty still didn’t know how Albion had known the egg was there. Was the king storing it within the palace, or was there some other purpose?

      “I think he came to the city for another reason. He was here before Ishantil started to tremble, and it was only after that he went for the egg.”

      Maybe it was reason for him to dig deeper.

      Could there be something in the note that might help him understand why his brother had come to the city?

      “Ty?”

      He looked over at Bingham and smiled tightly. “There’s got to be something more here, Bingham. I don’t know what it is, but I know my brother, and the pattern fits.

      “The pattern for your brother, maybe, but we’re talking about the pattern for the Dragon Thief. This is something different altogether.”

      He nodded slowly. “This is different, but it still…”

      He stared at the note. He couldn’t get past the idea that the symbols here had some meaning. There would have to be some way to learn what that meaning was and to figure out just what his brother had sent him the note for, but how would he learn it?

      The temple.

      “I get the feeling I’m not going to care much for this,” Bingham said.

      He shrugged. “You don’t have to do anything. I was just thinking that my brother might have left me something more than this.”

      “Not your home, then.”

      He shook his head. “Not my home. He didn’t leave me anything, but what if he left me something in the temple?”

      Bingham groaned. “By the Flame…”

      “You’re going to help me?”

      Ty wasn’t exactly sure how he felt about that. He and Bingham didn’t make the best team.

      “You’ll have my help, but we are going to do things my way.”

      Ty wasn’t sure about that, either. Bingham’s way was often no better than Eastley’s.

      Which meant that he had to be prepared for things to go wrong.
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      He approached the temple carefully, moving with the crowd of people making their way toward it, all of them celebrants of the Flame, choosing this as their time to worship. Ty glanced over at Bingham. He had blended into the crowd but looked over at him every so often, as if wanting to make sure he was going to do the job.

      This part was going to be easy. Ty didn’t have to worry about breaking into the temple right now. It was what would happen after that he was more concerned about.

      He had been to the temple more times lately than he ever had before. First to scout and steal the dragon pearls, and then to try to uncover the truth about the egg. It felt strange to keep coming to the temple with an intention to steal from the priests, but perhaps his brother would understand. Perhaps the Flame would.

      The city was different since Ishantil nearly erupted. There were more soldiers, fewer citizens, and no shortage of Dragon Touched, at least around the palace. As far as he knew, there had been no more presence of the Tecal, but Ty wasn’t sure that he would even know if they were here. Since they had brought calm to Ishantil, much had changed.

      It was strange that he felt as if he had not. Still, he had intended to leave the city, and now…

      Now it was more a matter of preparing to leave the city, and making preparations for uncovering something about his brother.

      Somebody jostled him and he glanced back to see a young face peeking out from a gray cloak.

      “Watch it,” Ty said, shooting a warning look at the boy who’d bumped into him.

      The person frowned at him but then turned his attention to the temple.

      Ty didn’t come here to celebrate very often, certainly not to worship, but in this case he had to at least put on the air of someone who did. As they approached the temple, Ty swept his gaze around the inside of it, looking with the expression of awe he knew he should have.

      At the far end of the temple, the Flame rose up on the altar, perpetually burning. He had approached it one other time, when the egg had been there. The sculptures of the dragons all around the perimeter of the church reminded him of that night, sneaking along, trying to make his way toward the altar so that he could have a glimpse of the egg. The sculptures didn’t glow with the same soft light as they had before he had taken the dragon pearls. Either the priests had not replaced the pearls or they had done so with pearls that weren’t nearly as potent. Rows of benches angled toward the altar, and the people streaming into the temple all took a seat, gradually starting to settle.

      The annoying young man who had jostled him took a seat just behind him, and he glanced back to feel his gaze on him.

      Where is Bingham?

      He would have to be close by, though he seemed to have gotten distracted, disappearing into the crowd more than they had agreed to. He shifted in his seat, trying to figure out where he was.

      The chanting began, coming from the back of the temple.

      Ty turned to see the priests winding into the temple. There were three of them: one the head priest, wearing a more formally draped robe than the others, and then two younger priests, men who reminded him of Albion when he’d been here, serving the Priests of the Flame.

      The chanting rose into the air, disappearing into the upper reaches of the temple, words spoken to the Flame in the Sarthal language the priests preferred. It was not one Ty knew, though he would at least recognize the lettering. Whatever else his brother had done, he had not written anything in the language of the Flame.

      Maybe there was something else that would help him identify the symbols he had used. He swept his gaze around, looking from the sculptures of the dragons to the banners hanging on the walls, even to the altar, but there was nothing there that gave him any indication of just what his brother had done. There was no writing that reminded him of what he had seen on that note.

      The chanting persisted, and the priests stopped at the altar. The head priest headed to the Flame, continuing to speak the words of the Flame. At this point, he shifted into the common tongue. Ty recognized much about the ceremony. The priest went on about Ishantil, about its proof of the Flame, and how they had satisfied the Flame. The temple was far more crowded than it normally would have been, as if everyone who had remained within the city had done so to remain connected to the Flame. They had seen proof of their god in what had happened. Proof in their service to the Flame. Ty wished that he could feel the same way. Maybe he would have the same faith that his brother so easily had. Maybe he would find it simpler to believe that they could find their parents.

      For now, he would settle for finding his brother.

      Ty found himself mouthing the words along with the priests, though he hadn’t been a regular celebrant in a long time. Her mother had always brought him to the temple when he was younger, though as far as he remembered, his mother had not been that devout; it was more just a matter of tradition for her, wanting to introduce her children to the lessons of the priests and giving them the chance to find their own way. His brother had been the one to take it to heart.

      Only now he wasn’t so sure whether he had or not. Maybe his brother had not truly found the Priests of the Flame the way that he had believed. Maybe Albion had found a different pathway.

      The more he learned about his family, the more he had to question whether or not Albion had been pushed there by their parents.

      Ty shook those thoughts away. It wasn’t terribly surprising that he would think of them here in the temple, which was a place of introspection.

      Everybody suddenly stood. Ty got to his feet along with the rest of the crowd and looked around. Bingham had started making his way down one of the benches, slipping along it, and he frowned at him. Was he trying to get caught?

      Or was he trying to get closer to something that he’d seen?

      Maybe he’d caught sight of something that would help explain the symbols. Ty had seen nothing in the temple to explain them, nothing that would suggest that they were symbols of the Flame, though he still needed to get up to his brother’s old room.

      He slipped along the bench, mimicking Bingham. When he neared the end, the gathered celebrants started to sit. Ty had to act quickly. Either he was going to move now, or he was going to end up standing here throughout the rest of the service.

      He lurched ahead and found himself in the hallway leading back to the stairs that headed up into the temple.

      The priests were facing the altar, and the rest of the congregation had focused on the priests, which gave Ty the opportunity to try to slip away through here, if only so he could head to his brother’s old room.

      When he got into the hallway, he paused, looking back out into the temple. It didn’t seem as if anybody had paid any attention to him. It wasn’t completely uncommon for the celebrants to get up and go to the dragons, as if to worship alongside the massive stone sculptures, though no one else within the temple had done so this time.

      Ty lingered there for just a moment and then hurried along the hallway. He raced up the stairs, keeping his feet light, his steps quick. He could feel the energy within the temple from the chanting and the celebration and marveled that their voices could still be heard all the way up here.

      He counted off the levels that he passed, finally coming to the one where Albion had resided, and once there he paused a moment, looking around. Nobody moved here, and Ty stayed for a moment but didn’t see anything.

      He hurried along the hall until he got to Albion’s former room. He tested the handle. It was locked, and he hurriedly picked it, glancing in either direction and constantly thinking that he might get caught, but thankfully there was no sign of anyone in the hall. It opened. Ty slipped inside and closed the door, leaning back against it, breathing out a soft sigh. He thought about the last time he was here and what it had been like when he had visited with his brother, along with how he had felt then.

      He had been working through how he was going to help Albion ever since learning that Albion was the Dragon Thief. Ty had come up with no straightforward solution but figured he would start with the one person he thought he might be able to reach, though he wasn’t even sure if that were true. The Tecal had not been after Albion. She had been after the egg, using Ty and Albion in order to serve a different purpose.

      Now Ty had to use her.

      There had to be some way.

      He searched through the room, working his way around the emptiness, and finally lifted the mattress.

      He stopped for a moment. There was a small, curved dragon remnant. A dragon claw. It was pale, as dragon remnants often were, though slightly warm, which was unusual. When he touched it, he had a strange stirring deep within him, as if there was a burning coming off of the dragon claw remnant.

      Was that why Albion had taken it?

      Ty suspected his brother had stolen the claw, but he wasn’t sure why or what he hoped to accomplish by having it. Then again, Albion had proven that he had some connection to dragon magic. A connection that seemed impossible for Ty to even believe, so perhaps the claw had been his Dragon Touched tool.

      He didn’t find anything else. He had hoped to come up with something more that his brother had left here, something to help him interpret the note that had been left for him.

      It had to be for him, didn’t it? There was no reason to believe he had left the note for anyone else, or for any other reason. It was for him and him alone.

      He took a seat on the small bed, pulling the note out and unfolding it. The symbols didn’t make any more sense here than they had in their home. There was nothing here that helped him understand it.

      There had to be some reason, though. The more that he stared at it, the more certain Ty felt that there was something there. He just had to figure out what it was. As he stared at it, the answers didn’t come to him.

      The door started to open and he looked up.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be here…” Ty started.

      Ty didn’t recognize the man who came in.

      He was dressed in a black cloak, the hood pulled up, and as soon as he stepped inside he pulled his hood back and his cloak away, revealing a crossbow.

      The man made a sudden movement toward Ty, who reacted quickly. With a jump, he twisted, driving his heel toward him. The man was quick, and he jerked away from his strike so that Ty almost missed him.

      He watched Ty, amusement glittering in his eyes. “Where is it? You came back here for a reason. Where is it?”

      “Maybe if you tell me what you’re looking for, I can tell you if I have it.”

      He was quick, and twitchy, so that there was something a little unsettling about the way he moved.

      “I will make your suffering brief if you hand it over.”

      “That doesn’t sound like something that a Priest of the Flame would say.”

      Ty had backed up almost to the bed and put the man in front of him, though even as he did he wasn’t sure that he was positioned in a way that would give him the time he needed to run.

      “You’re mistaken, then.”

      Ty frowned at him. “I’m not the one pretending to be a priest.”

      Ty watched him. He still wasn’t sure if the man was pretending or if he actually was one of the Priests of the Flame. Albion might be many things, including the Dragon Thief, but he believed that he was also a priest. Maybe there were others like him, others who were willing to steal on behalf of the priesthood.

      Ty darted for him, lowering his shoulder, but at the last moment, he sprang up.

      As Ty drove his fist up, the man swung off to the side. Ty had expected that. He had anticipated his movement, though he hadn’t been sure which direction he would choose. That he darted to his left was fortuitous.

      His other knee had swung up.

      He connected with the man’s chin and continued moving up with his knee, slamming into him until he collapsed.

      Ty dropped to the ground, panting slowly.

      He dragged him all the way inside, closed the door, and rolled him so that he could get his arms pinned behind him. Ty tore off a strip of fabric from his cloak and bound his wrists, then moved on to his ankles. He hoisted him, groaning under his weight, and tossed him on the bed.

      Ty reached for the dragon claw and held it out. He had his dagger, its blade unsheathed, pointing at his attacker, but the claw was curved, and seemed even sharper, if that was possible.

      “The two of us are going to have a little conversation,” he said. “And if you choose not to answer, you will face my friend here.” He took the dagger and dug it into the man’s leg.

      It drew a small welt of blood but elicited no other reaction from him.

      He stared at him. “That’s fine. You can be as strong as you want. It doesn’t change anything.”

      “You won’t get any answers from me,” he said.

      “Then you’re going to have more pain than you need to.” Ty dug the dagger into the man’s leg again. The way that he figured it, it was warranted, especially considering how the man had shot him. “Now… do you care to tell me who you are and who you’re working for?” The man said nothing. “You know your buddies tried to attack me already and failed.”

      Ty suspected this was all connected. The priests within the temple wouldn’t have targeted him like this.

      He took the dragon claw and jammed it into the man’s thigh, twisting it.

      The man didn’t even react.

      “I’m going to bring you down to the priests. I wonder how they will feel having someone pretending to be one of them parading through the temple.”

      The man glared at him, saying nothing.

      Ty shrugged again. “Fine. Then we’ll go.”

      He reached toward him, and the man kicked.

      Ty wasn’t ready for it and was caught in the chest, forcing him to stagger back.

      He brought his arms around, and Ty pulled his hands up, blocking, and forced him back a step. Here he was, his legs bound, his wrists bound, and somehow he still posed a threat?

      Ty backed toward the door.

      “Enjoy your stay,” he said.

      He darted toward the door, and though the man lunged toward Ty, he wasn’t quick enough. Ty grabbed the door, tossed it open, and stepped outside before pulling it closed. He jammed the dragon claw into the lock and pushed it. Surprisingly, the dragon claw started to glow, and it melted the metal of the lock.

      That was unexpected.

      He stood there for a moment.

      Ty had come here hoping to find answers from his brother, but instead of answers he had found more of the same danger.

      There were no answers in the temple.
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      Ty started down the hall and hadn’t gone very far when he saw shadowy movements and then heard the sound of feet pounding along the stone. He raced toward the nearest staircase, the opposite direction that he needed to go, and hurried into it. He had started down when he heard someone below coming up.

      He swore under his breath. He had to go up.

      Where would he go?

      Ty didn’t know the temple that well. If he could find a priest, maybe he could use Albion’s name.

      He hurried up the stairs. Lanterns hung on the walls, shaped like Ishantil, glowing brightly with a vibrant flame.

      The next level was nothing like the last.

      Whereas the lower level was a long hall, with rows of doors leading off it, this was an enormous chamber filled with shelves, and resting on the shelves were books and dragon relics and all sorts of things that he once would have longed to steal.

      Many of the relics were made of obsidian, and as his gaze skimmed across them Ty recognize them as authentic. It was a trick his mother had taught him. There was something to true dragon relics that he could easily identify. Other sculptures could be made out of obsidian, but they didn’t carry the same qualities as the ancient relics did, those that were truly valuable and prized by the king. It was almost as if those relics had an energy to them.

      How many of these had Albion stolen?

      Ty hadn’t gone very far when he heard the sound of voices behind him.

      He didn’t have much time. Ty knew that. How long was the ceremony going to last? Too long, he suspected. It wouldn’t take much for his pursuers to come in here, find him, and then they would take the letter that Albion had left him. They might even be able to interpret what it said.

      The chanting drifted up from within the main part of the temple, surprising him that the sound would continue to rise all the way here. Ty paused for a moment, listening to it. At least he knew that the service still went on. When it ended, he would have to get moving. He couldn’t be caught here when the ceremony was over.

      He glanced at the shelves.

      Maybe his brother had intended for him to find something here.

      With all of the books around, it was possible he’d wanted him to find something in one of those, but where would he even start? Ty certainly wasn’t a scholar, and he didn’t have much experience researching in libraries, so figuring out where he needed to look wasn’t going to be very easy. Still, the answer had to be here somewhere.

      He wandered along the rows of books for a moment before he found a strange-looking object. It was spherical in size, reminding him a bit of a dragon pearl, and there were strange markings all along it. Not quite like the markings that his brother had written in the note to him, but enough that it made him wonder if they were similar.

      Ty took it off the shelf before turning it and holding onto it for a moment. It was a little heavy and warm, much like the dragon pearls. That couldn’t have been a coincidence.

      Ty started to turn, knowing that he didn’t have time to waste in here. It was only by chance that he had ended up on this level, anyway, chance and the pursuit that had come after him. He needed to get moving. Distantly, he could hear the chanting below fading.

      The ceremony was ending.

      As he started to leave, something caught his eye.

      It was golden and looked something like the dragon claw that he had just jammed in the door. He held the golden claw up, twisting it from side to side as he looked at it, but other than looking like it was made of gold it didn’t actually seem to be a real dragon claw.

      What was the point in that? Why would the priests have a fake dragon claw here? It didn’t make any sense, but then again when it came to things that the priests did he wasn’t sure that anything made a whole lot of sense.

      He paused in front of a massive painting depicting a map of the known lands, noting how Ishantil and the mountains rose to the north, separating their lands from the Lothinal. The steam swamps were marked in the south, and farther to the west he saw markers for the fire fields.

      Ty paused again, listening for the sound of the chanting deep beneath him, though he couldn’t hear anything. He shouldn’t stay here any longer. He didn’t know if the pursuers had found the man he trapped in his brother’s room. Voices came from the hall, though. Here he had thought to outrun his pursuers. That was a mistake.

      He looked down the hall, noting a man in a dark cloak that looked so much like the one he had trapped in Albion’s room. This one had darker hair whereas the other was thin and had light hair. There was another person standing alongside him with a cloak like the one of the person who’d jostled him coming into the temple.

      Ty jumped back, ducking behind the door. He wanted to close it behind him, but more than that he wanted to figure out why they were here. Maybe they knew that he was here. Maybe these were just priests heading where they normally would go.

      The priests came into the library.

      “I thought I saw something in here,” the dark-haired man said.

      “We need to find it quickly. We do not have the time that we once did. If we fail him…”

      Their voices became unintelligent for a moment, leaving Ty to wonder who they feared failing. A priest? The king?

      No. No one serving the king would have chased him like that.

      A niggling doubt in the back of his mind warned him that wasn’t exactly true. The Dragon Touched might. Roson James might.

      “He can’t evade us indefinitely. The fire should have chased him out of hiding.”

      They knew about the fire.

      Which meant they had to have been responsible.

      Not the Dragon Touched, but the priests. Or fake priests, whatever the case may be.

      “And if he finds it first?”

      The voices drifted down the hallway, leaving Ty unable to hear what they were saying. What would he find first?

      It had to do with the paper Albion had left him.

      Ty poked his head around the door, testing to make sure that they were truly gone before slipping down the hallway again. When he was convinced he was alone, he hurried to the end of the hall and then started down the stairs. He did so carefully and cautiously, moving quickly.

      It was only when he reached the bottom of the stairs that he started to relax. He slipped forward and reached the main part of the temple, noticing that everybody had already started to depart. There was no sign of the priests.

      “There you are!” a voice shouted behind him.

      Ty spun and almost kicked.

      It was Bingham.

      “Don’t startle me like that,” he snapped.

      “You disappeared. I thought you were going to”—he leaned close, looking around before lowering his voice—“go and see if your brother had anything in his room.”

      “I did, and then I had a visitor.” He looked around the inside of the temple, motioning to Bingham. “We should get going. We can talk about this outside.”

      He grabbed Bingham’s arm, pulling on him. He half expected Bingham to resist and was surprised when he didn’t, instead shuffling along the hall and away with him.

      They headed out, and it wasn’t until they were down the street and away from the temple that Ty finally let out a relieved sigh. He turned his attention back to the temple. “I don’t know what’s going on here, but the priests are involved. Well, I’m not sure what they are. Priests or not priests. They were talking about someone and about something Albion was supposed to find, and they needed to reach me, for whatever reason. They used the fire to try to get to me.”

      “Maybe you’ve got it wrong,” Bingham said.

      The temple rose overhead, the massive structure looming over the city, the glowing light of the Flame atop it calling out as if it were a promise of safety, though to Ty, it didn’t feel like one. He had never felt drawn to the temple, but now it felt like something else. Now it felt more like a threat.

      He took a deep breath and turned to Bingham. “Something’s going on within the priesthood. There are some within the church who aren’t who they say they are.”

      He started laughing, and Ty arched a brow at him. “You’re only now seeing that?” Bingham asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Given what happened with your brother, I figured that would have been obvious by now. Think about what you’ve dealt with, Ty. Think about what your brother did. Of course there’s something going on with the church. There probably always has been. They battle with the king and those who serve him for supremacy.” He shrugged. “And we, situated as we are out here on the outskirts of the kingdom, so close to Ishantil, feel it more acutely than others. Elsewhere within the kingdom, they serve the Flame, but they don’t serve it nearly as they do here. There’s a balance we have to strike.”

      “This is more than just a balance,” Ty said.

      Ty stared into the city, toward the palace, then his gaze drifted toward Ishantil.

      This was more than just a balance, much like he had said to Bingham. He wasn’t exactly sure what it was. Albion had left him something, though. The note meant something, and he had to figure out what it was.

      All along, Ty had been thinking that he would have to steal some dragon relics, bargain his way to Albion.

      What if this letter was his way to get to him?
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      Ty clutched the letter as he sat on the outskirts of the city. It was unusual for him to come here. Unusual mostly because he didn’t necessarily feel a connection to this part of the city, at least he had never thought that he would, but ever since Ishantil had nearly erupted, he had a very different feeling about this area and his place within it. Perhaps that had to do with his brother and the role that he had played in what had taken place, a role that Ty still didn’t fully understand, but it was a role that he increasingly thought that he needed to learn.

      A figure separated from along the street’s crowd, scarf wrapped around his head, but the muscular build told him all that he needed to know about who it was. Eastley plopped down on the grass next to Ty.

      “I followed you,” Eastley said.

      “Why?” Ty folded the paper up again, stuffing it into his pocket. There was no point in showing the document to Eastley. He didn’t really know what he would find with it. Probably nothing.

      “Because I have a feeling that you and Bingham are caught up in something dangerous.” Eastley looked over to him. “You don’t have to tell me about if you don’t want to. By the Flame, Ty, it’s not like I’m trying to steal some job from you. The last job we did was…” As he trailed off, Eastley—all massive, muscular form—wrapped his arms around himself and shivered slightly. “I know what the last job was like.”

      Ty glanced over. They hadn’t talked much since Eastley had been freed. Not nearly enough. “I’m sorry. After they let you free, I guess…”

      “You don’t have to say anything,” Eastley said.

      “I think I do. It’s my fault. You went into the palace with me—”

      “I went into the palace to score the prize. Not for you.” He held Ty’s gaze for a long moment, his eyes blazing with irritation. “But you didn’t have to do what you did for me.” Eastley glanced up the mountain, before turning and looking out over the city. He took a deep breath, letting it out with a heavy sigh, and then shook his head. “She told me what you did.”

      He glanced over to Eastley. “She being Olivia?”

      “It surprised her.”

      Ty grunted. “I’m sure it did. She can’t think of doing anything for somebody else.”

      “That’s not what she says.”

      “No,” Ty said, and he shook his head. “What was it like?”

      “The bastard tormented me constantly,” he began. “He thought I had answers, or at least, that was the impression I had. The more he tormented me, the more I started to question if that was really what he believed, or if he simply got a kick out of torturing me. It was simple to begin with. Starvation. Then it was different. They kept me awake.” Eastley looked over to him. “You ever stay awake for longer than you want? I’m talking days here, Ty. Not just overnight, but so long that you start to feel drunk. Then you start to feel like you are losing your mind. Eventually you start to have visions.” He shook his head again. “I got to that point. All I wanted was to fall asleep. Each time I started drifting, they would do something to keep me awake. Sometimes it was water, sometimes it was noise, sometimes it was sharp.” He rubbed his hand over his arms. “After a while, all I wanted was to sleep or to tell them what they wanted.”

      Ty hadn’t known any of that. He hadn’t asked, which was even worse.

      Here he had thought that he had gone out of his way to try to help Eastley, and he had, but there had been a selfishness to it. It was always a little selfishness.

      “I wish we could’ve gotten you a lot sooner.”

      “Well, I don’t know that I would’ve gotten out at all had you not agreed to whatever it is that you agreed to.” Eastley forced a smile. “What did you have to sacrifice for that Tecal?”

      “I didn’t sacrifice anything.”

      “You had to have done something. I mean, she wouldn’t have let me go in unless you had agreed to her terms.”

      “They only wanted the Dragon Thief,” Ty said.

      His hand went to his pocket, almost instinctively as if going for that letter, though there wasn’t anything on the letter that would help him now. His brother had left it for him, but he hadn’t left him any way of understanding what was there. He hadn’t left him anything other than more questions.

      And there was still part of Ty that wondered if Albion had left it for him at all. Maybe there was somebody else in the city that Albion had worked with.

      But if that were the case, then why not leave it where they might find it, rather than where Ty would find it?

      If it had been in the temple, Ty could easily have imagined Albion having left it for someone else. But in their old home, who else would have found it?

      No one.

      It had to be for him.

      “I still want to know how he did it,” Eastley said. Some of the usual Eastley bluster had gone back into his voice. “Don’t you think that we could do it just as well as your brother? I mean, he was a priest.”

      Eastley seemed most perturbed by that, the idea that a priest could be the Dragon Thief.

      “What better way to hide?”

      “I know, but can you imagine what he’s done?” Eastley shook his head, and he whistled softly. “All of those stories. I can’t even imagine half of them being real. When you break him out, we're going to have to ask how many of those stories are real, and how many of those are fabricated. Because if even half of them are real, I need to know how he did it.”

      Ty started to laugh. “You aren’t half the thief that I am, so what makes you think that you could do what the Dragon Thief does?”

      Or did, Ty corrected himself.

      Eastley shoved him on the shoulder. Not his injured one, at least. “I’m not saying that I could be like the Dragon Thief, but we both know that if it came down to pulling a job, any job, I’m going to be the one who’s most successful.”

      “Is that a challenge? I seem to remember what happened the last time the two of us had a challenge.”

      “You had the advantage in that you had the right cloak. I’m talking about a straight-up find.”

      Ty started to laugh.

      Leave it to Eastley to take some of the tension away.

      He tried to consider himself something of a loner within Zarinth, but he hadn’t been. Not really. Bingham wasn’t a friend, but he was somebody that Ty knew. And when it came down to it, Bingham had been there for him. Olivia… now that he knew what motivated her, he thought that he could use it. And wasn’t that the nature of the kind of work he did? He used people, much like she had.

      Her words drifted into his mind again. Business transaction.

      They were painful words, hurtful ones, but at the same time they were words that meant something.

      And then Eastley.

      Of all of the people that he interacted with, Eastley had been the most like a friend and like a competitor. Maybe helping him, saving him from his captivity, had turned Eastley from a competitor into more of a friend.

      It had been too long since Ty had a real friend.

      “I think if we have to compete on a job, you aren’t going to like it much.”

      “I’m not going to? By the Flame, Ty, it sounds like you’re trying to hide from a little challenge. Not that I mind or that I’m surprised. Someone like you is afraid of me.” He sat upright, and a hint of a grin crossed his face. He snorted. “You name the job.”

      “When I figure out what the job is, I will,” Ty said.

      They fell into a quiet silence.

      The sound of the city swirled around them. There were people talking, shouts from deeper in the city, some merchants, but it was relatively calm compared to what it normally would be. Zarinth should’ve been bustling with activity. When half of the city had evacuated during Ishantil’s threat to erupt, not all of them had returned. Many were starting to, but it was slow progress to make their way back to the city, and Ty wondered if they would ever fully return.

      If they didn’t, how different would the city be?

      Already there were parts of the city that were different than they once had been. Parts that were now occupied by soldiers and others that had Dragon Touched roaming openly.

      But that wasn’t even the worst of it.

      “I never said thanks,” Eastley said.

      “You don’t have to.”

      “I do. I don’t know if I would’ve gone after you.”

      “You would have,” Ty said. They both knew that wasn’t necessarily true. Maybe he would’ve gone after Ty, but there was still the possibility that Eastley would have evacuated, much like he had known that he probably should have evacuated himself. It would’ve been the smart move. But Ty wouldn’t have been able to live with himself had he made the smart move.

      “Have you decided what’s next?”

      Ty reached for the note, and then he shook his head. “I just don’t know. I don’t even know what I’m doing here in the city any longer.” He looked over at Eastley. “I know that I need to go after him, but I don’t even know how to start. Well, that’s not true. I know how I thought I needed to start, but gathering relics that I might be able to trade to the king doesn’t seem quite as brilliant as it did before.” The pain in his shoulder reminded him of that folly.

      “You know, it’s best to try to get down to the basics. What basics have you done with this one?”

      Ty looked down at his hands. What had he done?

      It wasn’t supposed to be a dangerous job. He had gone after dragon relics, thinking that was how he was going to get after his brother, using those to trade to the king, either through the Tecal, or through some other intermediary. All he wanted was information. If he could get to his brother somehow, he thought that he might be able to barter for his safety in some way. It was probably a foolish mistake.

      But now there was another element, a wrinkle to the job that Ty hadn’t anticipated, something Albion had known about. And if Albion had, then maybe that was what he truly needed to do. Get to the basics. Get back to the beginning.

      It reminded him of something that Albion had said to him years ago.

      It wasn’t all that far from here. It was after Albion had come to the city, serving as a Priest of the Flame. Ty had come out of the jungle, looking for his brother. Their parents had disappeared, though they had only been gone for the better part of a few days, not long enough for Ty to think that they were truly gone. But he had gone to Albion, wondering if he had any word from them.

      Back then, they had stopped in a small courtyard. It was late, Ishantil glowing on the mountainside, a heavy humidity in the air, and for the first time, at least that Ty remembered, he had looked at his brother like a priest, and not so much like his brother.

      “They should be back by now,” Ty had said.

      Albion gripped the chain around his neck, the marker of the Flame, and his gaze had flicked toward Ishantil, the way that so many of the priests did.

      It was a strange expression to see from Albion, especially as Ty wasn’t accustomed to his brother acting so devout. He had always celebrated the Flame, much like Ty’s father, but this made Ty far more aware of his devotion.

      “The Flame provides,” Albion said.

      “I need my brother,” Ty said. “I need you to help me figure out where they went.”

      Albion looked over to him. A debate seemed to war within his eyes, but then it faded, and the serene expression returned, the Albion that he remembered now, the Albion that had become the Dragon Thief. Looking back, Ty wondered if he was starting to become that person even then. How long had Albion been working within the priesthood in order for him to elevate to the point where he could slip off as the Dragon Thief? How long had the priests positioned his brother in such a way that he could become something else?

      If only Ty had those answers.

      “Mother went off on one of her searches,” Ty said. “I don’t know where she went this time, but it couldn’t have been too far. She didn’t pack enough. But then she was gone for the better part of a week, and father took off after her. They left me this,” Ty said, holding out a letter. It was a note to him, but not really to him. It was telling him to head to Zarinth. Find Albion.

      Had they known, even then, that they weren’t going to return?

      Ty had struggled with that. Even now, he still struggled with it. The letter had long ago faded and crackled, leaving nothing remaining, but he had searched.

      As he watched Albion, hoping that his brother would have some answer, and that he wouldn’t continue to stare at him with that blank mask, he found no reaction.

      “You don’t even care, do you? When you came down here, to the Flame, you abandoned our family. All you care about is your god.”

      The air was humid, and Ishantil seemed to glow in the distance, as if wanting him. There was a strange, almost sulfuric odor, and a burning that nodded in Ty’s belly, one that he had felt several times over the years, and knew it to be worry for himself, his family, and now for his brother.

      This time, Albion’s mask seemed to slip for even less time.

      Their mother had often gone off for a day or two, sometimes longer, and when he was young, Ty had never really understood why she had gone off. As he had gotten older, and as he had learned about her connection to Bingham, he had come to know that she searched for dragon relics. She wasn’t alone in that. There were many people who scoured the mountainside of Ishantil looking for dragon relics. Many of them worked for the king, Dragon Touched, or archaeologists who were seeking out dragon ruins or the remnants of dragons themselves in order to strengthen the king’s claim. But there were others, like their mother, who had gone off thinking that she could find her own way to riches and wealth. She had an eye for it, a knack, and yet even though she had often found relics, Ty had never seen her with considerable wealth. If they had it, then why would they have stayed in the jungle?

      “The Flame provides,” he said again.

      Ty breathed out. He had thought coming to his brother would provide them with answers, and that he would maybe learn where his mother had gone off to, and why his father had thought he needed to pursue her this time when he hadn’t so many other times.

      Ty pushed those thoughts away, coming back around and looking over to Eastley.

      Get back to the beginning.

      Wasn’t that the key here?

      And what was the beginning?

      His brother. Understanding his brother’s purpose. Understanding that he had come to the priesthood with a different goal, and that he had continued to search for their parents, even though Ty had believed otherwise. If he could find something within that, some truth, then perhaps he might understand just what it was that Albion had done.

      As he looked over to Eastley, he started to smile to himself. “Why are you looking like that?” Eastley asked.

      “Well, you did give me an idea. As surprising as that is coming from you.”

      “Why do I get the sense this is dangerous?”

      Ty turned, looking up the mountainside. He hadn’t ventured up Ishantil ever since the near eruption. There had been no reason for him to do so. He had been so focused on trying to learn where Roson James had brought his brother and trying to come up with some way to free him that he had not bothered with doing so. There was nothing. Just the lava lake, the memory of what his brother had done, and that imagined flame of dragons that flowed within the lava.

      But perhaps there was something more.

      Ty got to his feet. “I think it’s time for me to do as you say. It’s time for me to get back to basics.”

      “You want to go back up?”

      “I need to understand what my brother was after. It’s up there. I might not understand it, and perhaps I won’t find that answer, but…” He pulled the note out, fingering the edge of it. “Albion was here for a reason. It was not just Ishantil. I need to learn what else he came to Zarinth to accomplish.” As he looked over to Eastley, he couldn’t help but wonder.

      What had brought the Dragon Thief to Zarinth?

      More than anything, Ty believed that his brother had a purpose. Whether it had to do with his parents, the Flame, or perhaps something that he couldn’t even fathom at this point, there was some greater purpose behind what Albion had done.

      All under the guise of the Dragon Thief.

      In other places, the Dragon Thief had taken relics. Items of power, items of value, and items that would anger the king.

      Here in Zarinth?

      Ty didn’t know what he would’ve gone after. What would taunt the king here? What did he intend to steal? And what remained for Ty to find?

      That was the answer Ty needed.

      Which meant that he had to start from what he knew.

      He had to climb Ishantil.
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      Ty moved slowly up the side of the mountain. He had to be careful. He was worried about making too much noise as he followed the narrow path leading up the mountainside, though he’d come across nothing dangerous. The velum hadn’t cried out so far. Ty was less concerned about the velum than he had been even a few weeks ago. Memory of the whistle his mother had taught him all those years ago still lingered, a whistle that permitted him to call to the velum, either to summon them, or to scare them away.

      “Are you sure about this? I don’t like coming up here just the two of us,” Eastley said.

      Ty looked over at him. “I just need to know.”

      “Know what?” he asked.

      He debated how much to tell him, just as he had debated all along.

      “I need to understand why my brother had come up here.” It was easier to acknowledge that than to share that Albion had sent word, though even if he had shared that, it wasn’t as if Eastley would suddenly refuse to come along.

      “You told me why he came up here. Those priests believed they could do something here.”

      Ty nodded. They had come up here to do something, and he wasn’t completely convinced that they had failed. But there was something else. Maybe it had to do with that strange fiery face that he had seen in the lava.

      “I don’t like coming into the jungle.” Eastley looked around. “I’ve always found it unnerving.”

      Ty glanced over and found himself grinning. “You’re willing to break into someone’s home, the palace even, and you find it unnerving to climb through the unpopulated jungle?”

      “At least I know those places are safe,” Eastley said.

      “Safe until somebody buries a crossbow bolt in your shoulder,” Ty muttered, turning away.

      Ty motioned for him to quiet. They didn’t need to draw any attention to their presence along the path. Not that it would be that much of an issue, but he’d had enough run-ins with the priests recently that he had no interest in drawing anyone to him unnecessarily.

      When the path narrowed again, Ty slowed a little bit more. The trees in this part of the jungle were dense, growing so closely together that it was difficult to see much of anything. Even the sunlight didn’t penetrate to the ground. Darkness filled all the space around the path, making it so that all Ty saw was the trees.

      As far as he knew, they had not been followed, though with what he had dealt with recently, he didn’t want to chance the priests chasing him into the forest. He followed the path as it weaved through the trees. At one point, the branches swung low, seeming to grab at his hair, and he had to duck beneath them. That was new. The trees had grown rapidly over the last few weeks. Either that or those who typically cut through them had not been as diligent with it as they had once been.

      Ishantil had not rumbled ever since the egg had been dropped into the lava. With the strange fiery dragon face that he’d seen, he couldn’t help but wonder if the egg had actually hatched. It seemed impossible to believe, especially given the stunted dragons that Ty had observed, but what if there was something to it?

      A soft shuffling caught his attention, and Ty ducked in between the trees, standing off to the side of the path. Eastley followed him more slowly.

      “What was it?”

      He shook him head, leaning forward. “I’m not sure. I heard something.”

      “Something, or someone?”

      It was an important distinction, and they both knew it.

      “Something. Could be someone.”

      They had been moving quickly, and Ty didn’t think that anybody else had come out of the city to follow him, but he was certain he had heard something downslope. As he waited, listening, he didn’t notice the sound again.

      Perhaps it was nothing more than his imagination.

      Ty slipped along the path again, though he did so with much more caution than before. He didn’t want to be caught out here by one of the rogue priests, though even if he were, he figured he could lose them in the trees.

      Eastley stayed behind him, which Ty appreciated. Given Eastley’s size, if one of the rogue priests decided to attack, he would be better positioned to protect them than Ty would be. He was too noisy, though, which made Ty concerned that they might draw attention that he didn’t want. They needed to get through here without making too much noise. Both to avoid attracting the attention of any priest, as well as avoiding the velum.

      He was nearly to the lava lake when another hint of shuffling came behind him.

      Ty backed away, heading into the trees again and dragging Eastley with him.

      “You heard it again.”

      Eastley nodded. “I’m not sure what it was. Let’s just loop around and see,” he suggested.

      The sound didn’t return. It might’ve only been wind gusting through, though if that were the case, he would’ve expected to have felt a bit of that wind, not just heard it, and what he had detected was not at all typical for the winds that came through here.

      Ty moved slowly, creeping through the trees as he made him way out and around the path. Eastley followed, more silently than he would’ve expected of him. He did well navigating through the jungle. He would have to tell him that later.

      There was still no movement, but now he at least ought to have a chance to see something. He swept along the path, moving quickly until he neared a small clearing by the trees. A long vine trailed down toward the ground, and it swayed softly.

      “Why would that have been moving?” Eastley asked.

      “Velum, most likely.”

      Eastley looked over to him, his eyes slightly widened. Ty smiled, amused by the reaction. He understood people’s reaction when it came to the velum. Having seen them wielding knives, though, Ty had a different appreciation for them. He couldn’t help but question whether they were much more intelligent than he had ever given him credit for. He whistled softly under his breath, mimicking the sound that his mother and brother had long ago taught him and that he had only recently remembered how to replicate.

      He looked up into the treetops. He could barely see more than twenty feet overhead. The canopy was simply too dense otherwise. As he stared, looking into the trees, he searched for the furry faces that would reveal the presence of the velum but saw nothing. Shadows, maybe, but even in that Ty wasn’t entirely sure that he saw what he feared.

      I’m just being jumpy.

      Of course he was. The last time that he’d been here, he had seen something in the lava lake that had changed everything.

      It was the reason he returned.

      “Come on,” he muttered. “They aren’t going to bother the two of us.”

      “I heard what happened to the priests,” Eastley said.

      “I think that was because Ishantil was so unsettled. You don’t have to worry about them. Besides, as long as you aren’t trying to hunt and trap them, I don’t think you have to fear them.”

      “You don’t think?”

      “They aren’t going to attack.”

      “What happens if they do? Listen, Ty, I’m happy to come with you to make sure the priests don’t follow you, but I’m not at all interested in having one of these damn velum grab me and carry me through the treetops to eat me.”

      He arched a brow at him. “Eat you?”

      “You know what I mean. We don’t know what they will do to us.”

      Ty started to smile. “I am quite certain the velum have no interest in feasting on you, Eastley.”

      “You don’t know how tasty I might be to them,” he muttered.

      “They prefer fruit, leaves, and insects,” Ty said, waving to the jungle around him. “Not people. And certainly not you.”

      Eastley looked around him, as if trying to decide whether he was in any danger, before finally letting out a long, steady sigh. “Maybe I should just go back.”

      “Would you come on?” he said.

      As they returned to the path, Ty stared for a moment, looking all along it to see whether there was any further sound or any sign of movement, but he came across nothing. Just his imagination. That and the worry that came from what he was after.

      They hurried along the path, and as he neared the outskirts of the lava lake, he finally breathed out, relaxing just a little bit.

      “I’ve never come all the way up here before,” Eastley said, his eyes wide as he stared out at the lava lake.

      “I’ve come a few times,” Ty said. He stepped forward, feeling the heat wafting off the lava lake and seeing the air shimmering around it. “My mother brought me here when I was young, and I’ve come up quite a few times since then, though I’ve never really appreciated it before.”

      “Appreciated it?” Eastley asked, arching a brow at him.

      “You know, the way that the Priests of the Flame appreciate it.” He should be careful. Thinking of the priests left him wondering what they were doing in the city—and why they might want him.

      “You have to admit that there is something quite compelling here,” Eastley said. “You get up here, you feel the heat, you feel the enormity of it and how it’s all connected to Ishantil…”

      Eastley wasn’t wrong. Coming up here did make Ty feel a connection to something greater, though it was what that something greater was that he still didn’t know. Perhaps it was only the dragon that was here, or perhaps it was something else. Either way, Ty remained determined to dig and see if he couldn’t reach the power he’d felt here before—whether or not it was a real dragon—and figure out more about what Albion had done here. Albion had placed the egg and the sculptures in the lake to calm it—but why?

      “I never got caught up in the Path of the Flame,” Eastley said. He stared through the jungle. His face had gone more solemn than it normally was. “But when the damn volcano threatened to erupt, it left me starting to question things, you know?”

      “It left most people questioning some things,” Ty said. “Mostly about whether or not we should remain within the city.”

      “I’m not talking just about that,” Eastley said. “Oh, forget it.”

      “No. I’m going to forget it. What do you mean?”

      Eastley looked over. “It’s just that when I was held in the palace, questioned the way that I was, it gave me a chance to look back on a few things.”

      “Is that right?”

      “I thought I was going to die, Ty.”

      “I can’t imagine what that might have been like.” And he meant it. Ty had been able to search for the egg, wanting to get Eastley out, but he would’ve been captured within the palace, thinking the entire time that the volcano would erupt and he would be trapped. How horrifying must that have been? “If this is too difficult for you, you don’t have to do it. You can go back to the city, and I’m not going to think less of you.”

      Eastley clenched his jaw. “If it means getting revenge on that bastard that held me, then I’m going to do it.”

      “I’m not exactly sure that it means we can get revenge on him,” Ty said.

      “He has your brother, right?”

      “He does,” Ty said.

      “And you don’t know what he did to him.”

      “Prison, I suspect.”

      Eastley’s mouth tightened into a thin line. “Prison. Like what I went through.”

      Ty nodded. He didn’t want to tell Eastley that he suspected Albion was subjected to a much more dangerous prison than any that Eastley would have been. Albion was the Dragon Thief, after all.

      “If we can help him, then we need to do it. Let’s go get you the answers that you need.”

      “I’m not exactly sure the answers I need are going to be up here. I just need to better understand what was going on then. I didn’t want to come up here after my brother was taken, and maybe I should have.”

      “What now?” Eastley asked.

      “Now I’m just going to walk around the lake. You can wait over by the path.”

      “I think I’ll stay with you here.”

      Ty headed to the edge of the lava. Heat radiated off the lake, an enormous burst of warmth and fire and steam, all of that mixing unpleasantly, carrying with it the strange sulfuric odors of this place.

      It was a place the Priests of the Flame celebrated, though Ty had never really appreciated that before recently. He weaved his way along the outer edge of the lake, picking his way carefully along the rough rock, not wanting to get too close to the actual lava. One slip…

      That’s all it would take.

      He made his way along the edge of the lava lake. There was the heat radiating from it, and an occasional burble of fire would bubble to the surface, but it didn’t splash out, and Ishantil didn’t have the same rumbling that it had before. As he walked, his gaze glanced to the scorched trees lining the lava lake. That would’ve been Zarinth’s fate. Had they not stopped the eruption, the entire city would’ve burned.

      “Where are you guiding me?”

      Ty nodded, pointing up ahead. “That’s where he was. That’s where the velum attacked Roson James,” Ty motioned. “You would have appreciated that.”

      Eastley chuckled. “I don’t know. If it means that I had to see them, maybe I wouldn’t have.”

      “But you would have seen him screaming when they attacked.”

      “Well, there might have been something beneficial in there,” he said, smiling. “But what was your brother doing up here?”

      “That’s where he dropped the egg into the lava. And several relics.”

      “Was he trying to hatch it?”

      “I don’t really know. I don’t know if it’s just the residual power of the egg and the relics that were used to help calm Ishantil or if there was something else here.”

      Ty stared over the lava lake. When he had been here the last time, he had sworn there was a face, something out there that would have told him that there was something, but now he was no longer sure. There was no sign of the dragon face that he had seen, which might have only been his imagination, anyway. He had been up here dealing with the Dragon Thief, trying to understand what his brother intended, and hoping to ensure Ishantil didn’t fully erupt and destroy all of Zarinth.

      “If these rogue priests, or whatever they are, were after something that my brother left behind, it has to be about more than just the egg, doesn’t it?” He looked back to Eastley. “They seem to think he left something here.”

      “What if he did?”

      “Then I don’t know what it is. And I don’t know why he would’ve left it.” More than that, Ty didn’t even know if his brother had left anything for him.

      As far as he knew, there was nothing.

      But then, he kept coming back to the possibility that Albion had come to the city for another purpose initially. It was only after Ishantil had begun to rumble that he had come for another reason. What was it, then?

      There was a shadowy movement in the trees along the outskirts of the lava lake, though this time he could make out the velum. It was a single velum, thankfully not an entire pack of them. It seemed to be watching him, so he made a shooing motion, trying to scare the creature away. He didn’t need one of the velum jumping on his shoulders just as he was trying to land on the platform, though he had never seen any of them get too close to the lava lake. It was as if they feared it.

      They were the only ones with sense, then.

      Ty continued making his way around the lava lake. Eastley followed him, staying close by but distant enough that he wouldn’t run the risk of falling into the lava. It left Ty smiling at his massive friend. When he reached the alcove where Albion had dropped the relics into the lava, and where Ty had ultimately dropped the egg into the lava, he crouched down, getting too close to the lava so that the heat began to build, working its way down his throat, making his skin and mouth dry. Ever since the fire, though, he had felt much the same way.

      “You really think it makes sense for you to get so close?”

      Ty leaned back. He looked out across the lava, noticing the platforms where the priests had stood, performing their ceremony to try to calm Ishantil. “When the volcano nearly erupted, the priests came up here to try to soothe it,” he said, nodding toward the platforms that rose up out of the lava. It seemed impossible to him that such things could even exist, but he supposed it was no more impossible than the idea that certain dragon relics and an egg had somehow calmed the volcano. “I can’t even imagine going out on those platforms.”

      “Not while the volcano was trembling the way that it was,” he said, shaking his head. “You couldn’t pay me enough to do that.” Eastley started to smile. “That’s not true. I suppose you could pay me enough, but I doubt anybody would want to.”

      Ty chuckled. “I still don’t exactly know what was going on here.” He looked to the alcove where his brother had been and could practically remember the way that he had looked, the surprise Ty had felt at his brother’s presence and the shock he had upon learning that his brother was the Dragon Thief. “He was using the relics for some reason,” Ty said. “He believed that it would save Zarinth. I’ve never had that kind of belief.”

      “I don’t think anybody has that kind of belief,” Eastley muttered. He turned, looking toward the trees. “There’s a reason I’ve never come up here.”

      “And how long have you lived in the city?”

      “My whole life. But that doesn’t mean that everybody needs to make this journey, Ty. I am perfectly content staying down in the city. By the Flame, I don’t need to see Ishantil to know that it’s here. I can see it well enough at night, glowing against the darkness.”

      Ty noted that there was an edge of reverence in his words that he hadn’t realized Eastley had before. It was almost as if Eastley were far more devoted to the Flame than Ty had given him credit for. Perhaps he was.

      He took a deep breath, and once again the flames seemed to burn at his nostrils. He leaned back. “I don’t really know what I was hoping to see here. My brother brought the egg up here.”

      “Maybe he just wanted to destroy it to keep the king from hatching it,” Eastley said.

      “Maybe,” Ty said. “If that’s all it was, it seems that there would be other ways for him to do it, though. Why would he have needed to come up here to destroy the egg?”

      “Because you saw it in the temple, Ty. The Flame the priests use wasn’t enough to destroy it.”

      Maybe that was what it was.

      He tried to think like his brother. How would Albion have acted?

      Out of a sense of faith.

      Unlike Eastley, Ty had come up to the lava lake when he was younger, visiting it with his mother, his brother, and occasionally even his father, though he had always kept a respectful distance, standing along the tree line, looking out upon the lava with a hint of what Ty could only imagine was reverence. Maybe that was where Albion had gained his reverence for the Flame.

      But Albion had to have that. It was what had driven him to the priesthood.

      It was what made Ty believe that any reason he had come up here would have to be tied to it.

      He straightened up, looking out over the rippling surface of the lava. Toward the center of the lake, it bubbled, sending some of the lava burbling to the surface. He motioned for Eastley to follow him, and they made a slow and steady circuit around the outside of the lake. As they went, he kept looking toward the center of it, wondering if he might find anything there that would give him an idea of what his brother had intended. There had to have been some purpose.

      Could he have thought to hatch the egg?

      Even if he had, what kind of creature could survive inside of the lava lake? Could a dragon? The idea of it seemed impossible for him to even believe. But then, there were other things that seemed impossible to believe. There was the idea that he would somehow use dragon relics to calm a volcano.

      He looked over at Eastley, who had stayed near the trees. “You don’t think my brother thought to hatch the eggs, do you?”

      Eastley frowned. “In that?” He shook his head. “I can’t imagine anything surviving in there. Besides, if the volcano was key to hatching the eggs, I would have imagined that the king would have done it by now.”

      Eastley wasn’t wrong. Maybe that was the key, after all. If there was something more to what his brother had done than just trying to calm the volcano, it would’ve been done before.

      “Maybe we should get back.”

      “Only if you want to.”

      Ty reached into his pocket, fingering the note that he had there. He didn’t know what he wanted to do. His brother had left him something, and it had nearly gotten him killed.

      At this point, the logical answer was trying to understand what Albion had left him so that he could find it and keep his attackers from harming him when they inevitably came again.

      He started to turn, motioning for Eastley to follow, when he heard a soft crack.

      It was the sound of a branch breaking.

      His gaze immediately went to the trees, looking for one of the velum, but there were none there.

      Ty motioned for Eastley to follow him back to the trees and raised a finger to his lips, silencing him.

      He looked all around, searching for signs of where he had heard the sound. Eastley scanned the jungle around them, his gaze darting from tree to tree, but Ty didn’t notice any swinging of the branches that he normally would attribute to the velum.

      Which meant that it wasn’t in the trees.

      He shifted his gaze, looking along the paths leading up to the lava lake, and his breath caught.

      A figure stalked along the perimeter of the lake, stopping at the stepping-stone platforms leading out into the center of the lava lake. The individual stood motionlessly for a long moment.

      Ty remained frozen, but it wasn’t the fact that there was a figure standing in front of him that caught his attention. Rather, it was who was standing there. He moved back into the trees, but not quickly enough so that Ty couldn’t tell who it was.

      Roson James.
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      Ty and Eastley raced down the path. Every so often, Ty glanced behind, looking for movement, but every time he found himself imagining things. There was no sign of Roson James, no sign of anyone there, nothing other than what he had believed he had seen.

      He knew that he was there, though. He knew what he had seen. That hadn’t been imagined.

      “If he’s up there, we can go back, push him into the lava, and—”

      “I don’t think we can push him into the lava,” Ty said, pulling Eastley down the mountainside. “He is one of the Dragon Touched.” He looked over to Eastley. He wanted revenge, and Ty understood that, even if he also knew there wasn’t going to be much that could be done to get the revenge that Eastley wanted. “I’ve felt his power when he held me. He’s done it more than once.”

      “I’ve felt it too,” Eastley said, his voice soft.

      They slowed for a moment, and Ty looked over. “We will figure out a way to get revenge. Me for my brother, and you for what he did to you.”

      Eastley glowered, looking back.

      Ty didn’t know what it was going to take to get that vengeance, but he wasn’t going to keep it from Eastley. He deserved that.

      He pulled the note out and glanced down at the page. The symbols made no more sense to him now than they ever had before.

      “What are you doing?” Eastley asked, pulling on his arm.

      “Just a minute,” he said.

      “I thought you said we needed to hurry.”

      “We do.”

      As far he knew, if Roson James was behind them, he was still far enough back that he wouldn’t be able to catch them very easily. He probably didn’t even know they was here. At least, Ty hoped that he didn’t.

      And Ty needed to know.

      There wasn’t anything on the page that suggested any answer, nothing other than the fact that his brother had signed it. What if it hadn’t been for him?

      If not, then it begged the question as to who he had left it for.

      Whoever it was would have known how to read it, and whoever it was would have known how to interpret it and would have known what Albion wanted. Maybe he should’ve spent more time trying to figure out who else Albion knew in the city.

      “What is it?” Eastley asked, ducking close to him. Eastley glanced at the page. “It looks like somebody was drawing.”

      “This is the only thing I have that they might be after. It’s what my brother left for me.” He held it out, and Eastley studied it, shaking his head. “It’s probably some priest language,” Ty said. “Or maybe a code. Either way, I can’t read it. I had hoped that going up to Ishantil might give me some kind of answer, but maybe there isn’t one. Maybe I have to get back to my initial plan, which was to rescue Albion.”

      “And make sure the Dragon Touched get what’s coming to them,” Eastley said.

      “I know,” Ty said.

      “If it were my brother, that’s what I would do.”

      “You don’t ever talk about your brother.”

      “Not much to say,” Eastley said, following him as they made their way down the mountainside. “I am the youngest. Sort of fell into this work. It’s fun, entertaining, and…” Eastley glanced over to him. “Well, maybe that’s not entirely true. My oldest brother got me into it. We didn’t have a lot of money when I was younger. He got caught and killed.”

      They reached a point on the path that Ty took, ducking onto a narrower, less well-worn footpath.

      “I’m sorry,” Ty said, keeping his voice low, listening behind them. He didn’t hear anything to make it sound like Roson James was following them, but he still knew they needed to be careful.

      “He made a mistake. And I tried to learn from it, which got me locked in with Bingham and his resources. Figure that if anyone is going to be able to help me have some success in the city, it’s somebody like him. He’s always been known to move relics out of the city.”

      “You said your oldest brother,” Ty said.

      Eastley nodded. A rustling sound caught their attention, and Eastley jerked around, looking upslope. “He has a shop on the northern side of the city. Sells forgeries, somewhat like Bingham.”

      “Bingham doesn’t sell many forgeries,” Ty said, motioning for Eastley to follow him.

      “I know.”

      The rustling sound came again.

      This time, it was definitely close.

      Ty started off and motioned for Eastley to follow.  He looked up, half expecting to see a velum swinging in the trees overhead, chasing them, but there was no sign of any. Whatever was coming toward them, whatever made that rustling sound, was not overhead. Which meant it was behind them. Which meant it was Roson James.

      The sound came again, closer this time. It seemed to be getting closer the longer that they went, and he realized that they had made a mistake. He had taken too long.

      “We need to get into the trees,” he said.

      “You know what’s in those trees. There are the velum. There are the dral, and there are the—”

      “None of them are going to do anything to us.”

      At least, none of them that were there.

      The velum might, though if they moved quickly enough, and if they avoided getting caught up by one of the packs, they should be fine. The other creatures…

      They could be scary, but Ty had enough experience navigating through the jungle that he knew he could stay away from them. They generally avoided people, though that was typically because when people came through the jungle, they followed the path. The only creatures that came close to the path were the velum.

      The rustling sound came again, and Ty grabbed Eastley’s arm, pulling him into the trees. He seemed too startled to fight.

      It wasn’t until they were deeper off the path that he looked over at him. “What are you doing?” he whispered.

      At least he had the sense to keep his voice down.

      “We could jump him from the trees,” Eastley whispered.

      “What is if he’s not alone?”

      He could easily imagine Roson James coming back to Ishantil, especially considering how Albion had nearly beat him, but he wouldn’t do it alone. He would bring other Dragon Touched with him. If he did, they wouldn’t be able to manage that.

      “If he is alone…”

      Ty nodded. He could see the hatred in Eastley’s eyes. He even understood. Eastley had been through too much. He had suffered.

      But Ty needed answers. If he could capture Roson James, question him…

      How did he think to question one of the Dragon Touched? Roson could use his magic on him, likely force his way free.

      “If he’s alone, we will grab him. Maybe we can tie him to a tree and threaten him with the velum.”

      Eastley started to smile, and there was a darkness in his eyes. “Or I could just threaten him. I’d be happy to beat him a little.”

      The rustling came through the trees again, getting closer.

      “We need to move downslope,” he said.

      “Are you sure it’s safe to leave the path? I’ve heard the stories of what happens to people who venture too far off the path. They get lost. The jungle is hard to navigate through.”

      “Somebody navigated through it,” he said. “Otherwise we wouldn’t have a path.”

      “I have no interest in dying in the jungle. The only person I want to die out here is him.”

      “I know. You’re not going to die in the jungle. My mother taught me how to navigate through here when I was younger.”

      “If you get me stranded here…”

      Ty started forward and Eastley reluctantly followed.

      They headed downslope, but he kept his focus off to the side, every so often pausing and looking to see if there was any noise near him that would suggest anyone followed them.

      Maybe he had overreacted. If it was the velum, then heading into the jungle would only bring them closer and would make it far easier for the creatures to attack. He thought that he might be able to scare the velum away if they did come, and considering how the velum rarely attacked in large groups, it would be easier to scare them, especially now that Ishantil had settled.

      Ty still didn’t have an answer about why Roson James would come.

      Had he learned something from Albion?

      What if he knew what Albion had truly come to the city for? What if he had uncovered details about the note that Albion had left for Ty?

      It would mean that Ty wasn’t going to be safe. Even coming back down the slope, Ty wouldn’t necessarily be safe in the city. Roson James could track him, find him, and then he could force him to help.

      He had to stay ahead of him.

      He would have to stay ahead of all of the Dragon Touched.

      And there might be a way that he could do it in the jungle.

      Ty ran, Eastley trailing behind him. They moved as quickly as Ty thought safe to do, weaving through the openings in the trees, darting around vines, pulling themselves free where the ground tried to snare them, and he gradually headed toward familiar ground.

      He raced as quickly as he could, but even as he did, he couldn’t help but feel as if there was somebody still following them. Maybe it was nothing but the velum, but the more that he ran, the more uncertain of it he was.

      He glanced back, his heart hammering.

      Eastley stayed silent. Ty could see the anger lingering in Eastley’s eyes. It persisted, anger that seemed to simmer within him, as if he wanted nothing more than to get his vengeance now. And Ty couldn’t blame him. Had he been captured by Roson James and tortured, wouldn’t he want the same?

      He certainly wanted to get vengeance for what Roson did to his brother.

      But first he had to make sure that he had the advantage. Then he saw familiar trees. He darted forward, yanking on Eastley, ducking farther into the jungle.

      “It’s not far now,” he said.

      Eastley didn’t challenge him. He raced toward his familial home. Then he saw it in the distance. Hopefully Roson James wouldn’t be able to find it, and he wouldn’t be able to find him. The trees circled the home, as if the jungle threatened to swallow it. There was only a small clearing outside of the home, much less now than there had been when his family had occupied this place all those years ago. His father had made a point of pushing back the jungle, keeping it from pressing too closely upon the house, though it was not because they had been afraid of the jungle, but mostly so that Ty and Albion had a place to play. Now the jungle pressed nearly to the door of the home, small shrubs cropping up where there had been none before and twisted undergrowth threatening to snag him as he ran. When he reached the home, he darted inside and through the door.

      Eastley looked over at him, watching him with concern written in his eyes. Ty ignored it.

      Ty stared at the closed door, his mind racing. His old home wouldn’t be safe for long.

      He looked over to Eastley. “We can regroup here. Figure out if there is a way to grab him.”

      “The place to do that would have been out in the jungle,” Eastley said, pulling the door open and poking his head out. “Not inside of some home that traps us. It feels like we are just putting herself into a position that will make it harder to escape, not easier. And harder to grab him. By the Flame, Ty, I thought you were smarter than this.”

      He should’ve been. Part of it had to do with the threat of the Dragon Touched, and part of it had to do with his own uncertainty. He didn’t really know what they were going to need to do and had no idea about how to keep them safe. If Roson followed him here, this place wouldn’t ever be safe.

      First his home in the city, now here, and then what?

      But more than that, he knew what he needed to do. He knew where he needed to go. It was just a challenge in doing so.

      Get to Carn. Find where they were holding Albion. Rescue him.

      Keep ahead of Roson James.

      But first, he would need the funds to do that.

      “I need to grab something from my old room.”

      He chuckled. “What do you still keep here?”

      “I keep a whole basket of none of your business.”

      Eastley raised his hands, backing toward the door, and Ty shook his head. He needed to be nicer to him. He was just trying to help. He hurried to the back room and reached into the corner where he had put the bank markers.

      Thankfully, they were still there.

      A part of him had worried that something had happened to them. He headed over to his hidden section, pulling out the stone, and reached for the satchel with the dragon pearls.

      They weren’t there.

      The satchel was there, but it was empty.
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      Ty pulled the satchel out of its hiding place and opened it. There wasn’t anything remaining inside, nothing to even suggest that the dragon pearls had ever been there. Somebody had been here, but how had they found the dragon pearls?

      The room had a strange hazy smoke that lingered over it, something that left Ty feeling as if someone had been here. There was a hint of an odor, something that reminded him of ash, but he saw nothing burned. Could that be the effect of the Dragon Touched that must’ve come through here?

      “Ty?”

      He shoved the stone back into place, obscuring his hiding place, though realizing that it probably made little difference. At this point, the hiding place had obviously been discovered, so there was no purpose in continuing to try to keep it hidden.

      “Just a minute.”

      He stared at the satchel.

      It didn’t look any different than it had before. The brown leather was still smooth, and he didn’t see any damage to the surface of it, nothing more than it had taken on over the years he had used it on his jobs.

      He headed out into the main part of the home and looked at Eastley.

      “We should get going,” he said.

      Eastley didn’t argue, and they headed to the door, which he pulled open just a crack. There was no movement outside in the small clearing around the home, though at this point, Ty wondered if there even needed to be. Roson James had obviously found what he wanted to find. He had gotten the dragon pearls.

      He stepped out into the clearing. A haze of smoke drifted around the clearing, swirling out from the home and layered around the lower aspects of the trees.

      “What are you… Oh,” Eastley started, before looking out into the distance. “There must be a fire somewhere.

      The jungle was generally too damp and humid for any fires to take hold, but with as much smoke as he saw, the way that it swirled around as if by some unseen hand, Ty didn’t know where it was.

      “I’ve had too much experience with fire these days,” Ty said.

      He circled around the house, his gaze sweeping everywhere before finally settling on a section upslope that looked to be clear. Ty hurried forward. Eastley followed him, and together they wound through the forest, away from the smoke.

      “You’re taking us deeper into the jungle,” Eastley said.

      “What choice do we have?” Ty glanced back. The smoke persisted, trailing after them. It seemed almost to be following them.  “Do you smell it?”

      Eastley frowned and looked around. “I don’t smell anything,” he said.

      Ty looked around the forest. “Neither do I. That’s strange, isn’t it? Given that there’s that amount of smoke, I think we should smell something.”

      Ty only smelled the forest around him, the fragrance of the trees, the earthy scent beneath his feet, even the scent of decay all around him, but nothing that suggested something was burning. When he’d been in the city and the flames had started to consume everything, the stench had been overwhelming. He’d been forced to cover his mouth and nose in order to survive, but this time…

      The smoke was something similar to what he had seen inside of his room. A faint tracing, little more than a haze. It left him worried that the Dragon Touched that must have come in and found where the dragon pearls had been.

      Why had he thought that he could hide the dragon pearls here, anyway? A skilled Dragon Touched would be able to detect pearls fairly easily. They had enough stored power within them that they could find them here.

      Then again, Ty hadn’t expected any Dragon Touched to be out in the jungle. It had to be the Dragon Touched. He had felt the effect of their magic, but he had never smelled anything before. It was strange to think of something like that. Stranger still that he could practically feel it, like a nagging in his belly.

      He looked around again. “I need to see where the fire is coming from,” he said.

      “What is it with you and fire?”

      “I wish there was nothing with me and fire,” Ty said. They were going to need to get back to the city. If there were other Dragon Touched beyond Roson James, they weren’t going to be able to grab him the way that Eastley—and Ty, if he were honest—wanted to.

      His home was no longer safe.

      Then again, Ty had left his home long before. Apparently, it hadn’t been safe for a while.

      He motioned for Eastley to follow out the door and keep low as they closed the door, staying shrouded in some of the undergrowth. He navigated through it, though still feeling as if it were trying to grab at his feet. The haze of the smoke still swirled, as if it were drifting around the clearing, or what was left of it, pressing toward them. A new fear came to Ty. What if the Dragon Touched had some way of using their magic to detect them? Ty had his dragon-bone dagger on him, but he didn’t think they could perceive it. There was enough paint covering the surface of the blade that had shielded it from detection before, but if that shielding faded…

      Ty tried not to think about that, and he tried not to think about the possibility that he would lose the protection of it.

      “There is another way down from here,” Ty whispered as they reached the trees again. “And I think we need to move quickly to stay ahead of whatever Dragon Touched might be here.”

      “If it is Roson—”

      Ty shook his head. “If it’s just him, maybe, but we don’t know if it is. We can’t risk it.”

      “What if I want to?”

      “Don’t do anything stupid,” Ty said, his voice harsh until he caught himself. “I know you want to get vengeance for what happened to you. I want that for you as well. But we have to do this smart. Get down the mountainside, and then…”

      “And then what?” Eastley asked. “Do you intend to go back for him? Hunt him?”

      When Ty didn’t answer, Eastley just shook his head.

      “There are other ways of getting revenge,” Ty said.

      “This is our chance,” Eastley said.

      The shriek overhead caught their attention, and Ty looked up to see a velum swinging. It shrieked at them and stopped closely enough that he had to pause to see why it was streaking, but then it moved on.

      Ty frowned. He started forward and hadn’t gone very far before he raised a hand to keep Eastley from plunging ahead. He pointed through the trees. “Velum trap,” he said.

      It was a rope that stretched from the ground up into the trees, where it would snare one of the velum that might come through here. It would hold them, dangling upside down, where they would thrash until they either wore themselves out or the blood pooled in their head and they died. It was a terrible way to trap them.

      Ty cut through the trap, leaving the rope dangling.

      “How did you see that?” Eastley whispered.

      “There are traps like that all throughout the jungle.” Ty paused at the base of the tree. “See that marking? The trappers make these on the trees so mark their traps. You learn to watch for them when you travel the jungle. If they snare you rather than one of the velum, you end up dangling. If you have a knife, you can get out, but if you don’t…”

      “What happens if you don’t?” Eastley asked.

      “If you don’t, then you stay until you’re either cut down or you die.”

      He breathed in deeply, sniffing the air, and didn’t detect anything.

      A soft rumbling echoed.

      It came from high up on the mountain, the sound of Ishantil angry with them. “Don’t tell me the damn volcano plans to erupt again,” Eastley muttered.

      Ty frowned. Ishantil had been calm when they had been up on the peak of it, so he didn’t think that was the case, but the rumbling indicated something. Maybe displeasure with the fact that they had gone up there. Or perhaps that Roson James had gone to the peak of Ishantil again.

      He paused long enough to look behind, noticing the steadily swaying branches that seemed to indicate that something was there. Not velum. Ty didn’t think there were any velum in the trees facing them. He whistled at one point, but there was no response. It was almost as if the velum, if they were there, ignored him.

      “We have to get moving even faster,” Ty said. “Can you hear them?”

      He kept his voice low, but it was out of nerves, nothing else. He started to worry that the Dragon Touched were only steps away from them. In the jungle, somebody could sneak up on them easily and they wouldn’t even notice.

      Ty thought he could, but that was if he was traveling alone.

      Then again, he didn’t have to stay on any path.

      He forced Eastley to follow him, weaving into the trees.

      Eastley’s eyes widened slightly. “We’re going to be lost in here,” he whispered.

      At least he had the sense to stay quiet.

      “I know the way through the jungle.”

      Eastley licked his lips nervously. “You said you lived here a while ago, not that you still do. How sure are you that you can get us out of here?”

      “Sure enough,” Ty said.

      “If you are wrong…”

      “If I’m wrong, then we end up captured by the Dragon Touched, which might happen if I’m not. So just follow me. Stay close behind me, and if I stop, you stop.”

      “Why?”

      “Because of the trap that we saw,” Ty said.

      Eastley nodded hurriedly. “That’s right. Let’s get moving.”

      Ty focused on Eastley for a long moment. He could tell that Eastley was nervous, but there was nothing to do but to keep moving. He had to get them out of here. He had no idea if there was a Dragon Touched chasing him, but he doubted Roson James would come into the jungle alone, not after what happened to him last time. Having been attacked by the velum, he would probably want others with him to ensure his safety. If it were tied, he would have wanted the same thing.

      They weaved through the trees. Ty trying to stay as quiet as he could, but the problem with coming through the jungle like this meant that they had to rush past branches, dig their way around the underbrush, and they had to pick through the dense part of the jungle. He didn’t have any way of cutting through here other than his dragon-bone dagger, and that wasn’t going to be efficient or effective enough against something like this.

      Which meant that he just had to move as carefully as he could.

      He continued working his way around, picking steadily until he found a narrow opening that he could follow. Somehow when he had been younger, his mother had always known ways of navigating through the jungle off of the paths. He didn’t think that she had cut through them herself, but she had always found her way through here.

      “How do the hunters manage to get through here so well?”

      “Because they aren’t afraid of the jungle,” Ty said. “And to be honest, there isn’t really anything to be afraid of in here. The trees make it difficult to maneuver, and there are the velum, along with a few other critters that might attack, but…”

      Eastley’s gaze went to the trees, looking up and staring at the branches. “What else might be here?”

      “Just keep your head covered and you will be fine.”

      “What else?”

      Ty didn’t want to tell him anything more and certainly didn’t want to alarm him, so he said nothing. He motioned for them to keep moving, steadily moving, making their way down the mountainside. As they went, he noticed the sound of branches swinging and the steady chopping of someone carving their way through the jungle.

      There was definitely somebody behind them. Maybe more than one somebody.

      “We’re going to have to move as quickly as we can,” Ty said. “I don’t know how many of the Dragon Touched we have behind us, but we want to stay ahead of them.”

      “Are you sure that we can?”

      Ty let out a soft breath and then shook his head. “Not this way. I don’t know if we can stay ahead of them easily. I think… well, I think that we can, but I’m not exactly sure.”

      He picked his way around one of the trees, brushing up against it. Several beetles tried dropping on him, and he shook them off his arm, making sure they didn’t get a chance to latch on and bite. Eastley jumped, darting off to one side, and Ty grabbed for him.

      He wasn’t fast enough.

      He stepped into a velum trap.

      As soon as he did, the trap sprang.

      Eastley went shooting up into the tree, one leg pulling him, and he thrashed, shouting.

      “Get me down!”

      Ty shook his head. “You can’t be quiet,” he hissed.

      Eastley continued to thrash, trying to get himself free, but everything that he was doing would only draw attention to him.

      “You have to settle down,” Ty said again.

      He glanced behind him.

      There was the steady thumping sound.

      Dragon Touched.

      He looked up at Eastley. “I want you to reach for your leg.” He stood directly beneath Eastley. “Can you do that?”

      “Are you going to get up here and cut me down?”

      “Grab your leg. Do you have a knife on you?”

      Eastley grabbed for his waist, and then he pointed at the jungle floor. The blade rested on the ground. It was a simple steel blade, without much decoration, though there was a piece of black stone set into the hilt. And obsidian forgery.

      “Can you throw that up to me?”

      The sound of the Dragon Touched cutting through the jungle came closer.

      “I’m going to lead them away, and I will be right back for you.”

      “Don’t you dare leave me, Ty!”

      “I’m not leaving you,” Ty hissed. “I’m just—”

      The sound of the Dragon Touched cutting through the jungle came to him even more loudly.

      Ty darted away, making noise as he went. He had to draw them away from here. It was all too easy to believe that the Dragon Touched would get lost in the jungle the same way that most people would.

      He made a loud racket as he pulled his way through the underbrush, carving at it with his blade. When he had gone for several hundred feet, he stopped and then picked his way carefully back the way that he’d come. He ducked off to the side of the path he had made, looking through it, and let out a relieved sigh when he saw the Dragon Touched tramping their way through, following him. There were three of them, though there was no sign of Roson James. They stayed quiet, though it caused a strange burning in Ty’s belly when they passed, along with a sense of heat. They were calling upon their magic, he was sure of it. Thankfully, they didn’t attempt to burn through the jungle, though Ty didn’t know if such a thing or even possible. Could they?

      They were quieter now that they were following his path.

      He waited until they were gone, and then he looped back around.

      As he neared the tree where he had left Eastley, he noticed another figure.

      Roson James.

      Ty froze.

      Eastley dangled nearby but thankfully had remained quiet.

      James made his way through, following Ty’s path, but then paused.

      Ty’s heart hammered. Would he come this way?

      He seemed to have noticed that Ty had tried to draw them off.

      He turned and headed down slope, veering away.

      Ty waited, his heart pounding. When he was convinced that Roson James was gone, he hurriedly scaled the tree and shimmied out onto the branch where the velum trap had been suspended in order to start cutting through the rope.

      He leaned forward, looking at Eastley. “You are going to need to catch yourself,” he whispered. “Try to be as quiet as you can. There are three Dragon Touched, along with Roson.”

      “Let me go after them,” Eastley said.

      “Not here,” Ty said.

      Though maybe it would be better. If he went after Roson James in the jungle, wouldn’t they have the advantage? Ty might.

      But the idea of chasing down one of the Dragon Touched, especially with the kind of power they possessed, was a mistake. He knew that it was.

      And with Eastley already on edge, he wasn’t about to let his friend make a mistake and go chasing after the Dragon Touched.

      He finished cutting through the snare, and Eastley dropped.

      He was more graceful than Ty had expected. He twisted, landing in a crouch, and Ty swung down, dropping next to him.

      “I didn’t like that,” Eastley said.

      “I warned you about the traps.”

      “You did, but I’m not a velum.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      There came a shriek further down the mountainside. It was followed by another, then another.

      “The Dragon Touched,” Ty whispered.

      Eastley breathed out heavily. “What are they after?”

      Ty didn’t know. He needed to figure it out, and the only way to do so was finding his brother and getting the answers he needed. From there, he needed to return and keep Roson James and the other Dragon Touched from whatever they wanted. Which meant they had to leave the jungle behind.
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      Ty found Bingham standing in the burned remains of his shop. Bingham picked through it slowly. His face was covered with soot, and his normally neatly groomed jacket and pants were stained as well. The street was quiet though. Others who lived along the street had departed, abandoning the fire.

      Bingham glanced from Ty to Eastley. “Where have you been?”

      “We were getting chased by Roson James.” Ty rubbed his stomach. Ever since going up to Ishantil, he had felt a strange burning deep within him. It was almost as if he had swallowed some part of the lava, and he couldn’t shake that sensation. It bothered him. It was a painful sort of gnawing as if he had eaten food that was too spicy. “He is after something.”

      “You already know they’re after what your brother came to the city for.”

      Ty nodded. “That has to be it, but I’m not sure what Albion left.”

      “You intend to go find out.”

      Ty shrugged. Leave it to Bingham to get to the bottom of it. “I think I have to. He left this note for me, so whatever is here is something that I need to find. And until I do…”

      He wasn’t exactly sure what would happen until he did. Only that he had to get answers before Roson or the priests chased him down and harmed him in some way. Albion had been after something more. Ty believed that. He just had to figure out what it was, and until he did he wasn’t sure that it was going to be safe for him to wait in Zarinth.

      “We probably shouldn’t stay here, anyway,” Bingham muttered, shaking his head. “If these false priests were responsible for the fire, I don’t think that we should be here. It’s just so strange.”

      Ty shrugged. “Well, to be honest, I think everything that happened within Zarinth lately has been strange. That wouldn’t be the strangest.” He looked along the street. Most of the buildings had fallen, though there were still an occasional wall that stood, as if it had managed to withstand the power of the fire. An entire block had fallen. Even more than that, though, with the way the flames had continued to spread down the street.

      Maybe he was right. Maybe there had been something more here, some other explanation for the devastation that had occurred in this section of the city.

      But if that were the case, then why here?

      “If it were Dragon Touched,” Eastley said, scratching her hand along his jaw, “what do you think they were trying to accomplish?”

      “I don’t know,” Bingham said. “But if Roson is here…”

      He didn’t need him to expand on that. Roson was ruthless. He had known that even before encountering him, but having dealt with him he knew the truth of it.

      Eastley gritted his teeth. “I am going to get revenge.”

      “We have to do it smart,” Bingham said.

      “You don’t have to tell me,” Eastley said.

      Bingham frowned at him.

      Ty would have to step in. He’d started to recognize the rage within Eastley. It had settled somewhat as they had made their way through the jungle, and when they had dealt with the velum snares, but now that they were back out, it had returned.

      “We should make preparations,” Ty said. “The journey is several days by horse, and I intend to travel by horse, not by foot.” He looked over to Bingham. “Can you get us mounts?”

      Bingham shrugged. He watched Eastley, as if he wanted to say something to him, but he kept it to himself. “Had you asked me a month ago, I probably would’ve said it would be difficult, but now it is easier. We have so many people returning to the city, many of them on horseback, that I should be able to secure us horses, but it’s going to cost you.”

      “I can pay you back,” he said.

      “Did I tell you that you needed to?”

      Ty shrugged. “I know you, Bingham. I know that you aren’t going to do anything out of the goodness of your heart, so just get the horses, and I will make sure that you are compensated for them.”

      Bingham snorted. “It’s not an easy journey. We have to make our way through the valley, and we don’t know how many others are going to be coming through there.”

      “It’s not going to be that difficult of a journey,” Ty said. He looked over to Eastley. “You don’t have to come along.”

      “You aren’t getting rid of me on this,” Eastley said. “If you’re somehow going to find him, I’m going to have my chance.”

      Ty knew that he wasn’t going to be able to argue with him, and he didn’t want to, either. Having Eastley, somebody with his size in a strange city, was a benefit. They weren’t going to be pulling jobs, at least not that Ty intended, but Eastley had other advantages. “Thank you.”

      Eastley clapped him on the shoulder. “Besides, I still owe you, don’t I? I’m sure you’re keeping track.”

      “I don’t know that you can ever really pay me back,” Ty said. “How can you repay me for saving your life?”

      Eastley laughed. Ty’s belly still burned, almost uncomfortably. There was a faint trace of smoke that swirled around the street. Could there still be a fire smoldering somewhere?

      He didn’t want to stay here to find out.

      “Just don’t get me killed. I haven’t been out of the city before.”

      “You made that clear in the jungle,” Ty said.

      “Well, don’t get me killed,” he said again.

      Ty laughed, though he found Bingham watching him, something unreadable in his eyes.

      “I’ll get the horses. You gather the supplies that we are going to need on the road,” Bingham said. “Can you do that? Several days’ worth of supplies. If we have to restock within Carn, we can do that, but I’d rather have what we need for the entire journey. Especially if we have to make a quick getaway.”

      “Will there be a quick getaway from there?” Eastley asked.

      “Possibly,” Bingham said.

      He looked at the remains of his shop once again before shaking his head. He sighed, then started off, heading down the street, before he stopped and turned back to them. “If you decide you want Olivia to join us, let me know. I can get another horse.”

      He found Eastley watching him.

      “I don’t think that’s the best idea,” Ty said.

      Bingham shrugged. “It is your choice. This is your mission.”

      He turned away, and when he was gone, Eastley leaned close. “You sure you don’t want Olivia to come? Somebody like that could be helpful. We don’t really know what we’re going to get into there.”

      “We don’t, but I can’t trust her.”

      “Can you trust me?”

      “A little,” Ty said, shrugging.

      “Thanks, I guess.”

      “But I don’t know that I can trust her at all.”

      “You can trust her to do what’s best for herself,” Eastley said.

      “I suppose I can,” Ty said.

      “Which would make her predictable.” Eastley shrugged. “Not that I’m saying that we should bring her with us, I’m just saying that sometimes predictability is helpful. Especially when we don’t know what we might be dealing with.”

      It surprised him that Eastley would actually make sense.

      “It might be easier to travel quietly. Besides, a pretty face isn’t going to be useful there.”

      “You don’t know that. You don’t know what kind of things that she might be able to do.”

      “I suppose I don’t. Still…”

      He looked up to Ishantil, seeing it glowing steadily. There was no further rumbling, but he worried about it returning. He reached into his pocket, running his finger along the note that his brother left him. Ty wished that he had more answers.

      He and Eastley stayed together as they gathered supplies. Ty found himself appreciative of Eastley’s presence, surprisingly thankful that he had stayed with him. After they gathered food, a few water skins, and traveling cloaks, none of the stores having a shortage of supplies, something that surprised him, they started toward the edge of the city.

      “What are you going to do with all this is over?” Eastley asked him.

      It was growing late, and he didn’t really want to leave at this point, but he also didn’t want to linger. He didn’t know where Roson James was, or if he would be able to track them easily. Ty wouldn’t put it past him, though. He had some way of doing so, he suspected.

      “I suppose return here. Why?”

      “Well, it’s just that we’ve started to get a little bit of attention,” Eastley said, shrugging. “I figured that maybe you wouldn’t want to. Your brother was the Dragon Thief, and maybe you would want to take after him.”

      Ty snorted. “I’m not sure that is the best thing for me to do. The Dragon Thief draws attention.”

      “The Dragon Thief pulled jobs that no one else was willing to do.”

      “Or could.”

      Eastley shrugged. “Or that. You don’t want to see if you can take after your brother?”

      Ty smiled again. “I think it might be safest if I stay out of that kind of business. It doesn’t need to be a family job.”

      “Will you be able to help him?”

      Ty shook his head slowly. “I hope so, but I don’t know.”

      They reached the edge of the city. The air had a faint haze to it, almost as if the humidity in the air was thicker.

      It was late afternoon, the sun starting to set, and though he was tempted to wait another day to get started, the journey was long enough, and he wondered if Bingham would simply want to depart.

      “I wish I had been able to help my brother,” Eastley said. “I think about that from time to time. what it might have been like had I found some way to get to him. Some way to save him. And I think about whether he would even have let me.”

      “Why wouldn’t he have let you?”

      “My brother was stubborn. And I was the younger.” He flashed a smile at Ty. “Sort of like you, I suppose. But I was bigger than him.”

      “That’s not like me.”

      “I saw your brother. You are… well, maybe he was bigger than you.” Eastley shrugged, and he smiled to himself. “He always thought that he had to watch out for me. And I let him. I thought that he didn’t need my help. It took me a long time to realize that I should have stepped in.”

      “I didn’t think that my brother needed any help, either,” Ty said.

      “No, but you are offering it to him. You could’ve left him. It was his choice to be the Dragon Thief. You could have let him rot. But instead…”

      Ty glanced over to Eastley. It wasn’t just about Albion with him, he knew. Eastley was trying to thank him in the way that he knew, though Ty found himself laughing. He clapped Eastley on the shoulder. “You don’t have to keep going on like that,” he said.

      “You don’t know what it was like,” Eastley said.

      “You aren’t going to end up there again.”

      Eastley looked over. “I’m not afraid of that.”

      “You’re not?”

      “Well, it’s not like I’m chasing that, but I’m not afraid of getting captured again. It’s just…”

      Eastley didn’t have a chance to tell him what it just was.

      Bingham came toward them along the street, guiding three horses. One was a chestnut mare, another a gray stallion, and the last was dappled.

      “Are we ready?” Bingham asked. “The damn things cost me more than I intended.” He shook his head. “Had to send Olivia to grab…” Bingham shook his head. “I suppose it doesn’t matter. Anyway, she wasn’t too pleased that we’re leaving without her.”

      “You told her that we were returning, didn’t you?” Eastley asked.

      “Of course I told her that we were returning. I don’t need that girl chasing us out of the city. She has a mind of her own.”

      “A business mind,” Ty muttered.

      Bingham shot him a look. “Well, I know we only have a few hours of sunlight left, but we can either wait and start in the morning, or we can get going. What’s your preference?”

      Ty glanced behind. He could just make out the faint glowing of Ishantil, but it was more than just that. It was the memory of what they had experienced and what he had felt when they had been up on the volcano. He remembered the fear of Roson James chasing them. The other Dragon Touched.

      “I think we need to get going. The longer we wait, the longer it’s going to take to get to Albion, and I’m not exactly sure what we need to do once we get there.”

      “I might have some resources that we can take advantage of,” Bingham said. “You just have to develop contacts.”

      They strapped their supplies to the horses, then climbed into their saddles. Bingham guided them out of the city. As they started away, Ty had a strange feeling that washed over him.

      He had stayed in Zarinth for his entire life. He had fought leaving, even though there were others like Maggie who had wanted him to leave. She had offered him safety, but he hadn’t taken it, even though he probably should have. Then when Ishantil threatened to erupt, the sensible answer would have been for them to evacuate like everyone else within the city, but he had stayed even then.

      And now…

      It took his brother, some item that he had been after, to prod Ty into leaving.

      What does that say about me?

      Better yet, what did that say about Ty’s brother?

      He looked over to Eastley. His jaw was set, almost in a determined expression, and Bingham wore a look of resignation.

      Nobody spoke as they traveled beyond Zarinth.

      It was at least three days by horse. Maybe longer, depending upon traffic on the road. Even at this point in the day, when the road leading into Zarinth would normally be quiet, there was a steady flow of caravans heading into the city. People returning. Soldiers. Merchants. Zarinth coming back to life after Ishantil had finally settled.

      And here they were finally leaving.

      The road ran through the valley, jungle stretching on either side, and eventually it would lead them all the way to Carn.

      Ty couldn’t help but wonder if this was where his parents had gone. His mother first, his father after, chasing her to try to find answers. With her interest in dragon relics, it seemed that would be the most sensible place to go, but then again he knew his mother didn’t always go to the most sensible places when looking for relics. She had searched for them in strange places at times.

      He reached into his pocket, running his finger along the note.

      Albion had been looking for them, as well. For the longest time, he thought that his brother hadn’t cared, and that he had not bothered to search for their parents, but that had been wrong. He had wanted to find them as well.

      With his connections within the priesthood, and serving as the Dragon Thief, the fact that he hadn’t managed to find them might mean they couldn’t be found.

      He had to resolve himself of that fact.

      He took a deep breath. The strange gnawing in the pit of his stomach had persisted, and he tried to ignore it, but it was increasingly difficult to do. It was slightly painful but not terribly so. He focused on the road ahead of him, on the journey to the capital, on trying to understand what Albion had sent him after.

      Once he knew that, then he could… do what?

      Eastley’s question came back to him.

      Once this was done, what did he intend to do?

      Ty didn’t know.

      It was one step at a time. Find his brother. Get him free if he could. Figure out what Albion had been after. And then keep the Dragon Touched and the rogue priests from attacking him.

      Beyond that, Ty didn’t know what he would do. He didn’t know if there was anything for him to do.
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      Ty had been riding for the better part of three days—long enough that his backside hurt—and he hated it. The horse was pleasant enough and had been cooperating with him while leading him this way, but it did nothing to improve the pain in his backside.

      Bingham, who rode along next to him, was mostly silent.

      “You can say something, you know,” Ty said.

      Bingham shrugged. “What is it you want me to say?”

      “I don’t know. We’ve been riding for three days, and I feel like we’re getting no closer.”

      He didn’t like leaving the jungle, if he were honest with himself. It was strange that his brother had so little difficulty with it, and at first he wasn’t sure what had troubled him when they had set out from Zarinth. The longer they traveled, the more it became apparent that his issue was complicated—and tied to the fact that he had grown up near the jungle. It was all that he had known for so long, and now that he was leaving it behind, however temporarily, he didn’t know how to feel about it.

      Ty had prepared himself to depart the city when Ishantil threatened to erupt but then had stayed afterward. He had thought that he could find some way of supporting himself to get information about his brother, but it was proving harder than he had thought it would.

      “We are almost there, Ty. You just have to be patient.”

      “Patient?” He looked behind him. The road was busier than it normally was. Ty suspected that this road had been far more heavily trafficked since Ishantil had calmed than it had been in ages. They had passed lines of soldiers, wagons, and other travelers all making their way along the road. Ty kept looking for signs of Maggie or other familiar faces of people who might be returning to Zarinth, but he’d seen no one that he knew. They were the only ones heading out of Zarinth and toward Carn, which he thought was surprising, though Zarinth had a vastly different feel now that the volcano had settled. With as many soldiers as there were within the city, Zarinth had a different feel to it, but that was also because there were so many fewer people. For thieves like Ty, there were opportunities, if only he could take advantage of them.

      “It’s not much farther,” Bingham said. “Trust someone who has made this journey many times before.”

      “That’s the reason I brought you with me.”

      “What about me?” Eastley asked, glancing from Ty to Bingham.

      Ty had been hesitant to have Eastley come with them, mostly because he had seen the darkness in Eastley’s gaze, and he was concerned about what he might do. If they encountered one of the Dragon Touched…

      No. Ty knew better than that. It wasn’t just encountering one of the Dragon Touched. If they encountered Roson James, he would have to be more concerned about what Eastley might do. Otherwise, he didn’t think that the large man would do much else.

      “You’re the muscle,” Ty said.

      Bingham shook his head. He was still salty that Ty had wanted to bring Eastley along. The alternative was not having any control over him, and Eastley sneaking behind them, attempting to get to Roson James himself.

      They crested a small rise, and although the road continued to weave down, finally, in the distance, he caught sight of a small mountaintop and knew they were getting close.

      There were smaller mountains near the capital, and those nearest the capital were known as the Dragon’s Jaw, as they were a line that ringed the city. He sat upright in the saddle, looking down into the city. It was enormous. Ty had thought Zarinth was large, and while it was, it was nothing compared to this.

      “I’ve heard stories about it,” Eastley said. “It’s said that shadows swallow the entirety of the city in the early afternoon, as if some massive dragon wants to make its presence known.”

      Ty grunted. “Either that, or the ghost king.”

      “The ghost king doesn’t much care about the city, does he?” Eastley said. “Considering he hides in his palace, no one has seen him, and he sends his Dragon Touched out to do his bidding, he doesn’t need to.”

      “And his Tecal,” Ty said.

      Eastley nodded. “That’s right. Them too.”

      “It’s nothing like that,” Bingham said. “But the shadows do fill the city.”

      The towering rock that stretched out of the ground surrounding the city looked to be either a dark stone or perhaps even black obsidian. Massive, jagged peaks formed in a regular pattern all the way around the city. There was one opening in, and according to stories another on the opposite side that let out, giving the Dragon’s Jaw its name. The rest of the city was built out of wood and stone but paled in comparison to the massive mountains that surrounded it.

      “It’s equally imposing when you’re inside it,” he said. “I think the king likes it that way. It gives him an air of mystery.”

      Eastley snorted as he looked at Bingham. “And the ghost king needs an air of mystery? By the Flame, the blasted man has never been seen!”

      “You don’t think the Tecal has seen him?” Ty asked.

      “Not from all the stories I’ve heard,” Eastley said.

      Ty shook his head, laughing to himself. “Considering you have been out of Zarinth exactly the same number of times that I have, I’m not sure I trust your expertise on the matter.”

      “I know what I’ve heard.”

      Ty focused on the city. They had come thinking to find Albion, to learn what he had been after in Zarinth, and what Roson James still pursued, along with the rogue priests—if that’s what they were. Now that he was here, he couldn’t help but stare and feel as if he didn’t have any real answer. Nor did he have any hope of truly finding Albion.

      He took a deep breath as he stared. “How are we supposed to find Albion in all of that?”

      “We do the same as we do in Zarinth. We ask questions.”

      Ty wasn’t exactly sure if they were going to get anywhere asking questions. The only hope he had was that they might find Gayal Holt, and given her antagonistic relationship with Roson, Ty had to hope that maybe she would offer to help.

      He had to be prepared to offer something more, though. For him to have the answers he wanted, it might involve sharing that Albion had left the note.

      But if he could get his brother free, Ty was willing to do that.

      “We don’t necessarily have that much time,” Ty said.

      “We have as much time as we need.”

      “Until those priests or whatever they were come hunting for Ty again,” Eastley said. “That is, if they know that you left the city.”

      “They will probably learn that I’m not there,” Ty said.

      “So we have until they catch you. Or until the Dragon Touched come hunting for us.” There was a note in his voice that made it sound almost as if he relished that opportunity.

      If they could get Roson alone, then perhaps he could get the answers he wanted, but that was assuming they could do that.

      As they followed the road, the Dragon’s Jaw loomed closer, the fangs of rock pointing to the sky ringing the outskirts of the city from this vantage point. There was another ridge of mountains on the opposite side of the city, trapping it inside the Jaw.

      The buildings continued to rise higher and higher, looking as if they were looming over him, and Ty stared at them, trying to make sense of what he saw, but all of it was beyond his comprehension.

      “Every single one of these buildings looks taller than the temple,” Eastley said.

      “Yes,” Bingham said.

      “Do they have any temples here?” Ty asked.

      “You’ve suddenly become religious?”

      “It’s not that I’m religious,” he said. “It’s more that I’m afraid that the Priests of the Flame might have been influenced here.”

      “I doubt there are any Priests of the Flame that will cause us difficulty. The king has too much authority here. When I’ve come to the city before, there has been no difficulty from the priests.”

      Eastley shot him a look. “And how often do you come here?”

      Bingham shrugged. “As often as I need to. How else do you think that I move some of the items that you both bring to me?”

      “Well, mostly that I bring to him,” Ty said, grinning at Eastley.

      “Is that your way of challenging me? Because if that’s what you want to do, I am more than happy to show you what I can do. Maybe the two of us could find a target in the city here, and we can see which of us has an easier time of getting to it.”

      “That’s not the job,” Bingham said.

      Eastley shrugged. “That’s not the job that he wants,” he said.

      “How often do you end up in the city?” Ty asked.

      He supposed that he had always known that Eastley would come to the city, but knowing a thing and learning the details about it were different. He had suspected that Bingham had his connections outside of Zarinth, but traveling to the capital was difficult. It surprised Ty that he would venture here very often.

      “It depends upon what I need to move.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      Bingham glanced over. “Not as much these days as I once did.”

      “How often did you used to come?”

      “Often enough.”

      Ty and Eastley shared a look at Bingham’s evasiveness, but he wasn’t going to be able to force him to tell him anything that he didn’t want to. At this point, it probably didn’t matter, either.

      Once they reached the outskirts of the city, Bingham motioned for them to climb down from their saddles, and they guided the horses along the road.

      The streets were wide on the outskirts of the city, and unlike in Zarinth the buildings out here were massive; this was not at all the poorer section of the city. He found himself gawking at everything around him, looking up, sweeping his gaze around, trying to take it all in.

      Rows of shops lined the street, all of them with massive glass windows showing the wares inside. He noticed a tailor with much finer clothes than he had ever seen anyone in Zarinth wear. There was a chandler with exquisitely designed candles, along with strange lanterns in another storefront. A general store, with stacks of parchment and inks in the window of another. One after another were like that. The crowd moved slowly, forcing them to squeeze their way through.

      “We should probably find a place to stay for the night. We can stable the horses there, then we can begin to look into where to find your brother.”

      “It sounds like you have someplace in mind.”

      “Probably where he spent his time when he was in the city before,” Eastley said.

      Ty nodded. “Probably.”

      “Would the two of you stop? I’m starting to wish that I hadn’t come.”

      “We could have brought Olivia,” Eastley said.

      The suggestion made Ty’s brow furrow, and he shook his head. She had her uses, but he wouldn’t trust her out of the city. Besides, if Bingham had contacts here the way it sounded like he did, he wasn’t about to abandon that advantage.

      Bingham guided them off the main street, and they began to weave through increasingly narrow streets until they got to one that looked no wider than an alley. Ty was thankful they weren’t riding, as they might’ve smacked their heads into the overhanging rooftops.

      When they finally stopped, Bingham handed him the reins of his horse and hurried inside. A young boy followed him out and took the reins from him.

      “Where is he taking them?” Eastley asked.

      “There’s a stable not too far from here. He’s going to keep them there for us.”

      “What if we need to leave quickly?”

      “If we need to leave quickly, we won’t be going on horseback.”

      Ty and Eastley followed Bingham into the tavern and paused for a moment. It was a simple building with stone walls and a wooden plank floor. A counter ran along the far left wall, and there were perhaps a dozen people scattered throughout the tavern, all of them dressed more formally than he was. Ty realized just how unusual his clothing looked compared to the others.

      He looked at Bingham, but he had already headed straight toward the counter, as if more interested in something—or someone, he realized—than he was in him. He took a seat and Ty joined him, watching him.

      He looked at a woman on the other side of the counter with wide eyes. She had dark hair that had started to go gray, green eyes, and full lips. She frowned deeply when she took a look at Bingham, though when she turned to Ty and Eastley, the frown deepened even more.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked.

      “I came in for a drink and a place to stay.”

      “You and your boys?”

      Boys?

      Bingham started to laugh, and the woman’s face soured even more. His laugh cut off. “Not my boy. A friend of mine. This is Tydornen and Eastley.”

      Ty nodded to him. “It’s nice to meet—”

      “I don’t care much about who you brought in here, Jarson. All I care is that you finally show your filthy face back in here after all this time, and you come with someone else?”

      Ty glanced at Eastley for a moment, grinning.

      Eastley leaned in. “Who is Jarson?”

      Ty nodded to Bingham. “It seems like it’s him.”

      Maybe there was much more about Bingham that he didn’t know.

      As far as Ty knew, Bingham had lived in Zarinth, though he hadn’t done so as long as Ty had known him. Maybe before then he had spent time in the capital, or perhaps elsewhere. The only thing Ty had really known about Bingham before going to work for him was that Bingham knew Ty’s mother. And that Bingham loved dragon relics.

      “I’m sorry, Esme. I haven’t been able to make it to the city as often as I once had.”

      “As often?” Esme leaned forward, resting her hands on the table, and she turned an angry expression on Bingham. “You haven’t been to the city in years, Jarson. If you want me to think that you were held up, perhaps you should offer a different excuse. Now. Do you have a different excuse?”

      Eastley grinned as he looked from Bingham to Esme.

      Ty elbowed him, forcing Eastley to take a step back, but he shrugged. He didn’t seem to mind, though perhaps Ty didn’t either. If he could learn more about Bingham, he wanted that opportunity as well.

      “I don’t have anything that would appease you. I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry? That’s all you have to say to me?”

      “Like I said, I don’t have much else that I can say to you. I should have visited.”

      Esme swept her gaze along the rest of the tavern before turning back to Bingham and shaking her head. “What do you want?”

      “I would like food and drink and a place to stay.”

      “What say we start with the first two, and then we can decide about the third later.”

      She turned and headed through a door into another room, leaving Bingham staring agape at her.

      Ty started laughing. “I think you have to explain yourself,” he said.

      “What’s there to explain?” Bingham asked.

      “What did you do to her?” Eastley asked.

      Bingham frowned. “It’s complicated.”

      Ty snorted. “It doesn’t seem that complicated.”

      Bingham glanced back toward the kitchen. “She wanted me to stay.”

      “Oh, I see that. I just want to know a little bit more about why she’s angry and what expectations she had for you. It seems like she feels the two of you had more of a connection than you obviously did.”

      Bingham stared at the door but then shook his head. “It wasn’t more of a connection than I thought we had. I knew what we had.”

      “Then why did you leave?”

      “It wasn’t safe for Jarson to stay.”

      “So who was Jarson?” Eastley asked. “Was he the same as Bingham, or was he someone else?”

      Eastley seemed to be having far more fun with this situation than Bingham was.

      “Everybody has secrets,” Bingham said softly.

      “This is more than just a secret,” Ty said.

      “Don’t keep pushing the issue, Tydornen.”

      “I think I’m going to keep pushing until you tell me more about what’s been going on,” he said. “This is fascinating. It seems to me that you have a whole other life here in the city.”

      “Did you think I should not?”

      Ty didn’t know what he thought. Since coming to work with Bingham, Ty hadn’t given that much thought to him. He had known him peripherally, and when he had gone to Bingham, but that was out of a familiarity and hope that maybe Bingham would know something about Ty’s mother.

      “Will she help us?” Eastley asked.

      “She’s the tavern owner. She wants business; she’s going to help,” Bingham said.

      Ty glanced toward the kitchen where Esme had disappeared. In his mind, it was a little more complicated than that, though he wasn’t entirely sure why. There was the possibility that Esme remained too angry with Bingham over some perceived slight. If so, it was possible that she wouldn’t want to help him. It wasn’t all that different than how Ty had felt with what Olivia had done to him, and there had been no relationship there.

      The door opened and Esme came back out, carrying a tray that she slid across the counter and over to Bingham. She glared at him for a moment before turning her attention to Ty. “Are you even old enough to have a mug of ale?”

      “I prefer wine,” Ty said.

      The woman frowned for a moment. “We don’t have much wine here.”

      “None? Maybe I could go someplace else. It seems that you and Jarson need to talk, anyway.”

      “Tydornen,” he started.

      Ty got up and dinged Bingham on the shoulder, motioning for Eastley to join him. “Why don’t the two of you visit. We’re going to wander the city a little bit and perhaps find a place that actually will serve a glass of wine. We can find you later.”

      They headed out into the street, and Ty looked over to Eastley.

      “I would’ve preferred staying and watching him squirm a little bit,” Eastley said, looking back at the door.

      “If we do that, he’s going to be of no use to us. Besides, we came to the city for a reason.”

      “But he’s the one who has the contacts,” Eastley reminded.

      “He might have the contacts, but that doesn’t mean that the two of us can’t see what we can find out. Besides, I know where we need to start. Figure out what prisons are in the city, and try to come up with an answer as to which one Albion might be held in. Once we have that, then we can come up with our plan for breaking him out.”

      Eastley snorted. “You make it sound so easy.”

      “I don’t know. We did break into the palace in Zarinth.”

      “And got caught.”

      “But we got in. Now we just have to perfect the second part.”

      Ty had committed himself to being the Dragon Thief, at least now that his brother was in prison. The Dragon Thief could break into a prison and back out, couldn’t he? Which meant that Ty would have to do that as well.
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      Ty was frustrated. They had been in the city for the better part of two days. Two days spent searching for some answer, two days spent looking for prisons that might hold his brother, and two days where Bingham had stayed in the tavern, drinking.

      He looked over to where Bingham was seated at a booth at the back of the tavern. He had a mug of ale resting in front of him, much like he had every time that they had come here before. Eastley stayed close to Ty, a hint of a smile on his face, but even Eastley had started to grow increasingly frustrated with Bingham.

      “He has to be coming around,” Eastley said.

      “You would think so,” Ty said, shaking his head. “But he obviously doesn’t really care.”

      “Oh, I think he cares, but it’s who he cares about that matters. Look at him.” Eastley shook his head. “The poor bastard can’t get over her.”

      “Then he shouldn’t have left her.”

      Esme stepped out of the kitchen carrying a tray laden with food and drinks, glancing briefly in Bingham’s direction. She seemed more than willing to ply him with ale but had not visited with him as far as Ty managed to tell. It was almost as if she were taunting him. Perhaps that was what it was.

      Ty was frustrated. He could have used Bingham and his contacts to try to find more information within the city.

      “We should go check out the fortress,” Eastley suggested.

      Ty stared at Bingham for another moment before tearing his gaze away. “You’re right.”

      They had discovered two places that prisoners might be held within the city. One was the palace, at least according to rumor, but everyone he’d talked to about prisoners had suggested that it was more theory than reality. As far as Ty had managed to learn, no one went in or out of the palace. He truly was a ghost king. No one had seen him. No one saw who served him. No one knew whether the king was even in residence or elsewhere.

      Other than the Dragon Touched, he suspected. Well, that and the Tecal.

      They had seen plenty of Dragon Touched within the city. He couldn’t pass a street corner without seeing their dark blue jackets, the heat wafting off of them, and sensing the possibility that they might be discovered at any time. Ty kept thinking that they might run across Roson James, but he didn’t seem to have returned to the city. There had to be other Dragon Touched here who worked with him, though. They just hadn’t found them.

      Ty suppressed another frustrated sigh. They stepped out of the tavern, into the street, and Eastley motioned for Ty to follow. Eastley had proven himself invaluable on this journey, far more so than Bingham. He had a way of getting information that Ty found surprising. Mostly because he intimidated some of the people that he questioned, but partly because he simply had a way of charming people. In that, it reminded Ty of Olivia, but the way that Eastley did it was more pleasant.

      Well, maybe not more pleasant.

      “So who would’ve heard about the fortress?” Eastley said as they reached one of the main street running through the city. There was a baker on one side of the street, a silversmith on another, and a general store down the road. “The fortress is supposedly impossible to get into unless you are traveling with one of the Dragon Touched.” He looked over to Ty. “But seeing as how we have the advantage of the Dragon Thief,” he went on, “I was thinking that we might be able to get in, find your brother, and if we have to use the Dragon Thief, then we should be able to sneak back out.”

      “You’re saying that as if we can actually get into the fortress in the first place.”

      Eastley shrugged. “Well, that is the real challenge.” He led them through the streets, and Ty glanced at a pair of Dragon Touched, half expecting that they would pay special attention to him, but none of them turned in his direction. He should’ve been thankful, but it left him unsettled. In Zarinth, the Dragon Touched would have been watching for any sort of dragon remnants. It didn’t seem as if the Dragon Touched even cared about them here.

      Of course, Ty had been surprised by the sheer number of relics that he had seen. There were massive obsidian sculptures situated all throughout the city. None of them were in the shape of dragons, at least not like the ones that his mother and Bingham often prized, but there were some that he imagined being significant hauls. He was reminded of the job that he had taken with Olivia, the dragon magic that had locked it in place, keeping them from stealing it easily, and wondered if they had something similar. When they passed another relic, this one a twisting band of obsidian that was more decorative than anything else, he found himself pausing, looking at it.

      Eastley tapped him on the arm. “You can’t keep stopping at them,” he said.

      “I’m just surprised that there are so many within the city,” he said.

      “What do you expect? This is the capital. He brings everything here.”

      “But none of them are like the relics that we’ve encountered in Zarinth.”

      Eastley shrugged. “I don’t care. It doesn’t really matter to me. I just want to make sure that we get this done.”

      Ty sighed. Maybe Eastley was right. They had no real leads on his brother. Just the rumors of prisons. In one of them that would be impossible to break into. The palace, a place that no one entered, would be impenetrable.

      But the fortress?

      It was a place of the Dragon Touched.

      Ty had been trying to work through the scenario that would be involved in breaking into it and hadn’t come up with any answers.

      It was impossible.

      At least for him.

      Maybe Bingham, if he were sober, would have some thought on it, but he was useless to them. The only person who might provide the means of getting into the Dragon Touched fortress was the very person who was probably captive inside it.

      They slowed as they reached another intersection.

      There were more people on the street but also more Dragon Touched. Ty counted at least a dozen, some of them on patrol, marching in what looked to be a steady pattern, and others that were either leaving from or going to the fortress in the distance.

      It wasn’t what Ty would necessarily consider a fortress. It was a massive stone structure, all of a dark gray, that stood only two stories tall. There was a wall around it that was probably  only a few feet shorter than the fortress itself. On each corner of the wall, Dragon Touched were stationed, looking down upon the city, as if trying to make sure that no one passed through that wasn’t supposed to. It was all too much.

      “So there isn’t an entrance on the side,” Eastley said, keeping his voice low and leaning close to Ty. “If you get close enough here, you can see that they are heading down.”

      “Down what?”

      “That’s a great question. Stairs? I don’t have the answer. Since I haven’t seen anything outside of the fortress, I can only assume they are heading down inside somehow.”

      There were others who weren’t Dragon Touched that headed toward the fortress, but not many.

      Eastley guided him to another intersecting street, and from there Ty noticed more Dragon Touched, the wall, and patrols atop it. They made their way steadily around, picking their way through the city, watching.

      As they did, Ty continued to struggle with identifying any way of getting in.

      “Do you have a thought on this?”

      “I have lots of thoughts,” Eastley said. “Unfortunately, none of them are going to be of much use to us in this place. Here’s what I suggest. We jump one of the Dragon Touched,” he said, dropping his voice and whispering, looking at a Dragon Touched who was making his way along the street toward them. He didn’t seem to be mindful of their presence, though they stood on the side of the road, just looking toward the fortress. “We grab the jacket, and we—”

      “Are you really proposing that we pretend that we are Dragon Touched and break in that way?”

      “At least to get closer,” Eastley said. “Once we get closer, we can get a better sense of the challenge that’s before us. Then we can try to figure out what we need to do.”

      Ty found himself laughing, shaking his head. “We aren’t going to be able to get through them. They have to have some way of detecting whether somebody is Dragon Touched or not.”

      “Do they?”

      “I don’t know,” Ty said, looking over to him. “How much do you know about the Dragon Touched?”

      “I was always taught that they test for a connection to dragon magic when you are young. At least out here. In Zarinth, we are given the same chance.”

      As far as Ty knew, there had to be some within Zarinth who had the ability to use dragon magic, but Eastley wasn’t wrong. He didn’t know of anybody within Zarinth who had developed the talent to be Dragon Touched, but considering how many that they saw here, and as many as were present within Zarinth, it had to be relatively common.

      “Let’s say that you can sneak up on one of them,” Ty began carefully, and when Eastley started to grin, he shook his head. “Let’s just start there. I’m not saying it’s a good idea, but if we say that we can sneak up on one of them, and we get close, what are you going to do? Knock him out, take his clothing, but then what? We still have to sneak up on a second one.”

      “Well, I’m thinking we have to keep them tied up while we pull the job.”

      “So we keep them bound, and we sneak into the fortress, and—”

      “And we find your brother,” Eastley said. “Once we’re in, we can use his Dragon Thief skills to get us back out. He has to have some technique, doesn’t he?”

      Ty snorted. “I don’t think my brother has access to any magic.”

      But then, he wasn’t exactly sure if that was true or not.

      When Albion had been the top of Ishantil, facing Roson, Ty hadn’t known if he had access to dragon magic, or if it were tied to some dragon pearl that he was using to defend himself.

      Until he reached his brother, he wasn’t sure if he would know.

      “Well, let’s say that he doesn’t,” Eastley said. “It might make things a little more difficult, then. I have a few ideas, still, but we might find it more challenging to sneak around.”

      Ty arched a brow at him. “We might?”

      “I think we snag the jackets, and then…” Eastley grabbed him by the arm, and he pulled him down the street. “Well, maybe we need to get out of here for now.”

      “Let me guess, they noticed that we were there?”

      “One person did.” They hurried into the streets, reaching a point where they were hidden within the crowd. At least, Ty hoped they were hidden within the crowd. Eastley stood out. He was large enough that he was visible pretty much anywhere they traveled. Ty had an easier time blending in, but they were dressed differently than most within the city. It was likely that they would be noticed.

      Worse, when they had bought supplies in Zarinth, they had prepared for a brief stay here. They hadn’t brought clothes to change into, nothing that would help them blend into the city more effectively. Had Bingham managed to stay sober, it wouldn’t have been so much of an issue, but with him out of commission as often—well, continuously—as he had been, they had been forced to flounder on their own without anybody who knew the city. Esme hadn’t seemed interested in helping them. She was more irritated with Bingham and wanted to get her revenge for whatever had happened between them.

      “I don’t suppose you have any money, do you?” Ty asked.

      “How much are you talking about?”

      Ty glanced behind him. He saw a pair of Dragon Touched that seemed to be shadowing them, and he motioned for Eastley to duck down, keeping him low. For the first time since they had come to the city, he wished that Olivia had been with them. Not that he would have trusted her, but she might have had a way of getting out of this that the two of them didn’t.

      “We have to change our clothing,” he said. “We’re too noticeable this way.”

      “I don’t think that’s the answer,” Eastley said. “Besides, aren’t we just going to be taking clothes off of the Dragon Touched and then moving from there?”

      “Well, that’s your start, but we still don’t even know if that is where we need to go first.”

      “We haven’t heard of any other prisons in the city,” he said. “The Dragon Touched act as the constabulary within the city. I’m not sure there is any other place where your brother might be held. Besides, didn’t you say that one of the Dragon Touched had dragged him out?”

      “You know that he did,” Ty said.

      “I’m just trying to get you to be practical about this.”

      Practical.

      Coming to the capital, thinking that they might be able to find information about the prison that was holding his brother, and then figuring out a way to break into that prison and get to his brother was not practical.

      Nothing that he had done ever since Ishantil had started to threaten to erupt had been practical. The idea that he would break into the palace in Zarinth had been impractical.

      Ty?” Eastley said.

      “Nothing. Maybe I just need to eat.”

      Eastley looked up. “I’m going to see if I can’t get them to follow me. Why don’t you get some food, if that’s what you need?”

      Ty looked up, and he realized that Eastley was motioning to three Dragon Touched that were heading down the street.

      “I can meet you back at the tavern later.”

      “Don’t do anything stupid,” Ty said.

      “When have I ever done anything stupid?”

      Eastley slipped away, and Ty ducked down, still holding onto his belly. The burning persisted, and he couldn’t shake it.

      As the Dragon Touched moved past him, he waited, half expecting that one of them would turn toward him, but none of them did. They followed Eastley.

      Now what was he going to do?

      Get a change of clothes.

      He had some coin, though for the longest time Ty had held onto his money, hoarding it so that he could use whatever he managed to obtain in order for him to pay for answers.

      He could spend a little. Besides, at this point, he no longer knew whether he was going to get answers about his parents.

      Gayal had promised him, but she had only released Eastley and had not offered him any other answers about his parents.

      He worked his way through the city, looking for a shop where he could purchase something more local, when he saw a familiar caravan.

      Ty smiled to himself.

      He hurried toward it and wound along, searching for Maggie.

      As he made his way along the wagon caravan, he realized that it wasn’t Maggie.

      It looked like her wagons, but there was no sign of her.

      A tattooed man looking down at him shot him a hard look, and Ty backed away. Maybe it wasn’t Maggie’s wagons. Maybe it just looked like them.

      He watched the caravan move past, disappearing from view.

      He shook his head. It was foolish for him to want the familiarity of the caravan that rarely spent any time in Zarinth, but he had.

      Ty took a deep breath. Find a shop to buy new cloak, return to the tavern, and meet up with Eastley.

      From there, they could plan what they needed to do next.

      All while staying away from the Dragon Touched.

      But even that didn’t get many closer to his brother.

      Ty started to worry that he wouldn’t find any way of learning where Albion ended up. The entire reason for coming to the city might’ve been for nothing. All to try to find his brother, learn what he had left him, but he hadn’t gotten any closer.

      He reached into his pocket, running his finger along the note. He had not studied it much, but other than the strange writing that Albion had use, Ty doubted that he was going to learn much from it.

      Another pair of Dragon Touched seemed to head toward him, and Ty disappeared into the crowd. Stay ahead of the Dragon Touched. Get back to the tavern. Force Bingham to come around so that he can help us.

      And then he would get answers from his brother. He had to.
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      Ty had been wandering for the better part of several hours by the time he saw the first of the Priests of the Flame. There was no mistaking them. The priests were dressed no differently than they were within Zarinth, wearing dark robes, carrying the sigil around their necks, and some even carried a long staff that made Ty think that perhaps they used it in their ceremony. The staff was new compared to other priests he had seen.

      He found himself following them.

      Within the capital, seeing Priests of the Flame was supposed to be rare. The priests and the king didn’t get along, viewing dragons and their power in different ways, which meant that there was always some tension between the two.

      Of course, the Priests of the Flame served all throughout the country, and despite the tension they had with the king, they still were afforded a level of freedom that others were not.

      Maybe he could use the Priests of the Flame to figure out more about what had happened to his brother. He trailed after them.

      He had been wandering the city, looking at buildings, looking at taverns, looking at shops, all of it different than what he knew in Zarinth. The style of buildings was significantly different, and not just the architecture but the scenery around him too. Within the Dragon’s Jaw rising up on either side of the city was a looming threat of power. So far, the only prison that they had learned about was the one in the Dragon Touched fortress, and that was not a place that Ty thought that he could infiltrate easily. There was also the palace, a massive structure situated in the center of the city, and given that Albion had been the Dragon Thief, there was the possibility that he had been brought there for questioning.

      If it were one or the other, Ty did not think that he would be able to get his brother out.

      Somehow, he had to get answers, though.

      He slipped forward, moving slowly.

      As he rounded a corner, the priests moved away from him.

      Ty hurried after them, curious where their temple was within the city. He hadn’t seen any traditional temples here and mostly suspected that was because the city was relatively new, at least compared to Zarinth. Zarinth—the old part of Zarinth, at least—was old. Ancient. The stone structures had been there for generations, long before the kingdom, long before the king and his ancestors had founded it, claiming Zarinth from the outskirts of the kingdom.

      He turned and saw three people who marched along the street. They were dressed in jackets and pants, the symbols etched into their leather lapels unmistakable. Dragon Touched.

      Dressed the way that they were, they would be powerful Dragon Touched.

      There were tiers of them. Some were more powerful and better equipped to use the magic trapped in the dragon remnants than others. All of them served the ghost king. How many had actually seen the ghost king, though?

      Probably none.

      He stayed off to the side as they moved past, tracing his finger over the dragon-bone dagger, thankful that they didn’t seem to detect it. Then again, in a city like this, there were probably dragon remnants scattered all throughout the city. They would not have any reason to note a single dagger, especially when there were other powerful items here as well.

      “They aren’t going to hurt you.”

      Ty jumped, turning, and looked up at a face that he hadn’t seen since she’d left Zarinth.

      Gayal Holt was dark-haired, and despite her diminutive stature, she had always given off a dangerous vibe to Ty. Then again, as one of the Tecal, spy masters for the king, she would be dangerous.

      The fact that she had found him meant that it wasn’t chance.

      “You knew I came,” he said.

      Gayal grinned at him. “Did I?”

      “I would not have expected that you would’ve known, but considering the size of the city, I wouldn’t have any reason for you to know how to find me here.”

      “The city isn’t so large that you would be able to mask your arrival here.”

      It sounded almost like a threat. “My arrival? I didn’t do anything with my arrival that should have gained any notice.”

      “You would be surprised at what goes noticed,” she said, smiling at him.

      He regarded her for a moment. She looked no different than she had when he had seen her in Zarinth. Her dark cloak fluttered, almost as if it were a thing alive.

      “So the ghost king noticed me?”

      He wanted to hear from her that she had spent time with the king, but doubted he’d be given that gift. Rumors said no one spent time with the king.

      “Should he not? You do, after all, have a connection to someone he has struggled with.”

      “My brother,” he said, nodding. “I suppose you know that’s why I’m here.”

      “I suspected,” Gayal said.

      “We had a deal. I find the egg, and you provide information about my parents.”

      She tilted her head slightly, sniffing in the strange manner that she did. When she turned her expression back to him, there was a dark smile on her face. “The deal was the egg, but seeing as how I don’t have the egg, I think the terms of the agreement were modified. I seem to remember you wanting a certain friend of yours rescued, and my role in ensuring that he was freed. Since he has come to the city as well, I could round him up…”

      “Eastley hasn’t done anything.”

      She arched a brow at him. “Other than break into the palace within Zarinth. Do you care to tell me what brought you here?”

      “You know why I’m here. My brother.”

      Gayal turned her attention to the palace in the distance. It was enormous, a sprawl of stonework that rose up over the city. Even from here, Ty could make out the glowing in the upper reaches of the palace, as if it were attempting to compete with the temples.

      “You think you could find your brother.”

      “I had hoped to have an opportunity to visit him,” he acknowledged.

      “He won’t be easy for you to reach,” she said.

      “Not easy doesn’t mean that it’s not possible,” he said.

      “No. That is true.”

      “But?”

      She smiled. “What makes you think there is a but?”

      “Well, it’s your hesitation. You imply that there is some reason that he can’t speak with me.”

      “You aren’t wrong,” she said. “Your brother is a captive of the kingdom, and given what he has done, it is only right he remains where he is.”

      “And that is?”

      “I’m not going to be the one to help you reach your brother.”

      Ty wasn’t sure what to say or how much to push her, especially knowing that she was one of the king’s Tecal. Maybe he could get answers. Then again, he wondered if she knew that Roson had returned to Zarinth.

      “We returned to Ishantil,” he said, looking along the street. The crowd parted around them, giving space. “I went back to the lava lake. I wanted to try to understand what my brother had been doing there.” He watched her, wondering if Gayal might provide answers, though didn’t really expect that she would. She said nothing. “While I was there, I saw Roson James.”

      She frowned, and the slight tension at the corners of her eyes told him that she hadn’t known.

      He smiled. “Not so much a spy, are you? You didn’t know that he was there.”

      She shook her head once. “There should be nothing for him.”

      Which meant that she didn’t think that Albion had gone after anything else in the city.

      “That is why you are here. Not just to rescue your brother, but you wanted to know what Roson might have learned from him.”

      Ty shrugged. “So what if I do?”

      She sniffed, her head tilted strangely. “If you think to break into the fortress, you will find it difficult to get past the Dragon Touched. Even if you attempted to go to the palace, you will find it a challenge. Not at all like it would be for you to venture along the Dragon’s Jaw.”

      “Why would I care about the Dragon’s Jaw?”

      “I figured you would find it intriguing.”

      “Because I’m from Zarinth?”

      She shrugged, and Ty just shook his head. He knew there were people in the capital who viewed Zarinth as somewhat backward. It was the reason that part of the city had been built to look more like the capital, an attempt to change that perspective, though there was always the draw of those who preferred the old appearance of the city, wanting it to look more like it once had. They tried to keep that historical appearance, though Ty would not have expected that Gayal would be one of those.

      Of course, he didn’t really know anything about Gayal. She was implying something, and Ty had to try to understand what it was. Was she helping, or was this some other goal that she had?

      He regarded her, but he didn’t have any real answer. She stood strangely, her body slightly twisted, the dark cloak hanging almost limp, but every so often it seemed as if the wind would catch it in ways that were unnatural.

      “If you’ve never been to the city, there are many things that you might be intrigued by. Perhaps you would like to see some of the sites?”

      Ty tried to figure out what sort of trap this was but wasn’t exactly sure. He had Albion’s letter, but she couldn’t have known about that. Maybe she intended to take him with her so that she could uncover what secrets he might be keeping from her.

      But he could do the same thing, couldn’t he?

      “Why would you show me around the city?”

      “Because you intrigue me.” She turned, and her cloak seemed to flutter.

      He was curious what was underneath it, as if there was some creature beneath her cloak struggling to get out.

      “You want to know if I’m going to attack the palace or the fortress.”

      She arched a brow at him. “I have warned you what would happen if you did.”

      “But I am supposed to find the Dragon’s Jaw interesting?”

      He looked off into the distance, where the stone seemed to curve ever steadily inward, as if it truly were some massive dragon trying to swallow the city.

      “The Dragon’s Jaw is naturally occurring, much like the ring of Flame around the kingdom itself. There are some who feel that it was formed by ancient dragons and that their bones sit beneath each of the teeth, causing the mountains to rise up out of the ground.”

      “I wouldn’t necessarily call them mountains,” Ty said.

      “Only because you have visited Ishantil. For those who haven’t…”

      “Do you suppose those who have not seen Ishantil would see it as a mountain?”

      Gayal stared off into the distance. “The Jaw has been here longer than mankind and will be here when we are gone.”

      “Unless we destroy them,” he said, muttering.

      She tilted her head, watching him. “The Dragon Touched have used their power upon the stone, but fortunately even they have limits.”

      From here, he couldn’t make out the mountains other than as a steady rise in the distance, a gradually increasing line on the horizon. When he and Bingham had departed Zarinth, the volcano head had quickly disappeared from view, leaving nothing more than a gentle slope that made it difficult to make anything else out.

      “How often do you get back to your homeland?”

      Gayal turned her attention to him. “I serve the king,” she said.

      “I wasn’t disputing that. I was just asking how often you return home.”

      “This is my home now,” she said softly. She tore his gaze off the Dragon’s Jaw, turning it toward the rest of the city. “The records claim that Carn was built over five hundred years ago, and that the king from that time, Rogel the Proud, designed the city to be a beacon of power.”

      “I can’t imagine building a city,” he said.

      “Most can’t imagine building one here, either,” she said. “We are far from a source of fresh water, which means digging wells and channels out of the north to direct water to the city. It was an engineering feat of great significance, though Rogel the Proud felt that it was necessary that it be here.”

      “Because of the Dragon’s Jaw.”

      She nodded. “Exactly.”

      “Mostly because he wanted to expand the kingdom,” he said.

      “There is that,” Gayal said, smiling at him.

      She turned and Ty watched her cloak as she did, trying to figure out just what it was about the cloak itself that left him feeling oddly unsettled, though he suspected it wasn’t anything extraordinarily unusual.

      “The original capital was farther to the south. The city has been mostly abandoned, though there are remnants of what was once there. You can see the remains of the palace, the temples, the houses as they had once been. Though when Rogel moved the capital to Carn, he forced others to abandon it.”

      “I think he should have been called Rogel the Arrogant,” he said.

      “I believe there are some from that time who referred to him in less than flattering terms,” she said, chuckling.

      “I didn’t realize the Tecal were such historians.”

      “It is a personal interest of mine,” Gayal said.

      “Have you ever visited the old capital?”

      “My journeys have taken me all throughout the kingdom.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “I have visited many places within the kingdom. All in service of the king.”

      As much as he had wanted to stay in Zarinth to find answers about his parents, there was a part of Ty that wished that he had the same opportunity that Albion had to see the world. Following the High Priest and working as the Dragon Thief had given Albion a unique perspective about the world, one that was far different than what Ty had.

      Gayal laughed softly. It seemed as if her cloak fluttered again. “I can see that you are uncertain. I can understand that. You have not had the same experience as others.”

      “I’ve had my share of experiences.”

      “But not beyond the borders of your city. That is why I thought I could show you around Carn. Unless you need to get to your brother so quickly that you would not be interested.”

      Ty had come to try to find Albion, and he should’ve been getting back to Eastley and Bingham, but if she were willing to guide him through the city, it was possible that he might learn something that he couldn’t otherwise. If so, then it would be foolish for him not to.

      “Why would Roson James return to Zarinth? I thought he was after the Dragon Thief and the egg.”

      She turned, and her cloak twisted slightly. “The dragon egg was a great prize, but they aren’t nearly as rare as you would think. The king has discovered many eggs over the years. The challenge is hatching them.”

      Could that have been what Albion had been after?

      “I’ve seen the king’s dragons.”

      “You may have seen one at a time, but there is something to be said about seeing many.” She turned to him, watching for a moment, and as before there was a strangeness to her gaze. “Perhaps it would be best if I showed you. Come with me, unless you would rather not.”

      Ty wasn’t sure how to answer but found himself drawn to her, curiosity getting the best of him. She wanted to show him dragons. Who was he to refuse?
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      Ty had no idea where Gayal was going to lead him, but she guided him along one of the side streets, weaving along the road heading toward the palace. Shops and storefronts on either side, their owners were out shouting to passersby and hawking their wares. Eventually, she took him in a surprising direction.

      “I would’ve expected he kept the dragons at the palace,” he said, keeping his voice low.

      “Doing so would be dangerous. They might be small, but they do have power. Even a small hatchling has a great connection to the Flame. You will see.”

      “I’ve seen the king’s dragons in Zarinth.”

      “You have seen one,” she said again. “And an isolated dragon has its own dangers, but dragons with others of its kind are another matter altogether.”

      They continued heading off to the west, moving now away from the palace, taking a narrow road that gradually began to open up. Shops ended, and the roadway transitioned to houses. Ty wasn’t sure if he would be able to find his way back to Bingham at this point. If he had to go all the way around the city, he thought he might be able to start back from where the two of them had entered, and he might be able to figure out where to go to find him, but from here…

      From here, it was going to be difficult.

      Eastley would never find him. Perhaps that was Gayal’s intention. She wanted to separate Ty from Bingham and Eastley, keeping him confused. If that were the case, why would she keep him with her, though?

      She was after something. He was certain of it. When he had encountered her in Zarinth, she had simply come out and told him what she wanted from him. Why wouldn’t she do the same thing now?

      A strange domed building appeared in the distance.

      “Is that where you’re taking me?”

      “The king calls it the Hatchery,” she said.

      “And you’re just allowed to bring outsiders into the Hatchery?”

      “Not normally, but I think in your case he would permit me to make an exception.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because he recognizes I would do nothing to harm what’s inside.” She glanced over at Ty. “And I doubt you will, either.”

      “What if I did?”

      She studied him for another moment before shaking his head. “You will see, Tydornen.”

      They reached the domed building and she pressed her hand against the door. It started to glow softly, and then she twisted it.

      Dragon magic. It had been embedded into the door, forcing it locked. Would there be other dragon magic that was similar? If so, he might not be able to open anything else. Maybe that was his entire point. She wanted to show him the levels of dragon magic used even in a place like this, so that he would know that any attempt to break into the palace would be nearly impossible. Without some way, some sort of key, he wouldn’t have any ability to enter the palace.

      He followed her inside the building. The air had a spicy fragrance to it, something that he found almost pleasant, which surprised him. Light glowed around him, though it wasn’t situated anywhere openly, almost as if it came from all around. It was a band of a bluish white light, a trailing glow that circled the inside entirety of the domed room.

      “This is the Hatchery?” Ty asked, sweeping his gaze around. It was difficult to tell much of anything about the room, which looked to be a circular chamber with a high arching roof overhead, the bluish white light giving everything a strange glow and casting the shadows around him. It made it difficult to determine much about what he saw.

      Alcoves were built into the walls, and as he stared Ty tried to make out what was within those alcoves, but he couldn’t quite do so.

      “This is a place that very few people outside of the Dragon Touched and Tecal have ever been permitted to come,” Gayal said softly, her voice barely more than a whisper.

      He turned to her, frowning. “Why did you bring me here?”

      “You believe the eggs to be rare,” she said, her voice soft. “And you believe that your brother went after some great prize.”

      Ty looked around him. He took it all in, making a point of seeing—truly seeing—everything here. As he did, he realized what was inside of those alcoves. He had seen, and held, that shape before.

      He was drawn to the nearest alcove. Situated inside of it was a round, practically oblong shape. The surface was yellowish, though not completely a pale yellow. It was streaked with darker colors, and there was heat radiating from it.

      “This is a dragon egg,” he said.

      He turned to Gayal. She had stopped in front of another one of the eggs, holding her hands out in front of it, cupping it, almost as if she were celebrating it.

      “That it is,” she said, her voice still low. “Like I said, very few people have been given the opportunity to see this.”

      “There are so many,” Ty said, looking around. Inside the Hatchery, there were probably close to three dozen eggs, each of them set into an alcove much like the one in front of him. The air had that spicy aroma, and it took on a sense of energy similar to what he had felt when he was around the Dragon Touched, almost as if he could feel the heat radiating from them.

      A strange gnawing in the pit of his stomach had developed the moment that he had stepped into the Hatchery. Ty thought it was hunger pangs, but that didn’t seem to be what it was.

      “You wanted me to see the eggs. You wanted me to see that my brother wasn’t after some prize that I believed.” He looked over to her. “But you didn’t need to show it to me like this.”

      Then again, had she not, would he have believed?

      Ty thought that he would have. He didn’t think Gayal had lied to him. At least, she hadn’t lied to him so far. It was possible that she would. She was one of the king’s spies.

      “I did not need to show it to you like this,” she agreed. “But I did so because I wanted to know if my suspicion was correct.” She watched him, sniffing slightly. “And I can see that it is. You are attuned to the power that is here.”

      Ty started laughing, looking around the inside of the Hatchery. “If you think I was somehow attuned to the dragon magic, I wouldn’t have to be so concerned about trying to get my brother.”

      He could break into the Dragon Touched fortress. By the Flame, he could simply claim that he was one of the Dragon Touched, go to the fortress, and search for his brother.

      Ty looked at one of the eggs in an alcove near him, holding his hands above it. Surprisingly, he could feel some energy that seemed to come off the blue-black egg. He reached for it, waiting for Gayal to stop him, but she didn’t. The surface of the egg was smooth, though there were small indentations he could feel. Strangely, he also detected a subtle trembling within the egg, as if it were trying to push against him.

      “See?” Gayal said. “When I first met you, I suspected you had some ability to attune to the dragons, even if you didn’t know it.” Her gaze flicked his waist, where he had the dragon-bone dagger. “How many people do you know with a weapon like that?”

      “They aren’t that uncommon,” he said, tapping the hilt of the dagger.

      She shrugged. “Not uncommon, but not common, either. There’s a reason for it. Most find holding a dragon-bone dagger, or sword, as the case may be, unpleasant. The blades are hot, and only those with the ability to withstand that heat can hold the dagger, let alone use it.”

      He started to smile. “There are plenty of people in Zarinth that have used daggers like this.”

      “Without gloves?”

      It was such a simple question, but she wasn’t wrong. When Ty had been around others using daggers like his, they did so with gloves. Most appreciated the sharpness of the blade, the indestructible nature of it, but maybe there was another reason. Ty had not found it to be as unpleasant. He didn’t expect that meant he had a connection to the dragons, though.

      She motioned for him to follow, and she continued through the Hatchery, guiding him to another doorway on the far side. Once there, Ty turned back and looked behind him, taking in the sight of the Hatchery. It was impressive. More than that, he could feel the energy here. There was a distinct sensation around him, a power that filled him, something that told him that he was right in what was saying about him.

      It left his skin tense, but more than that, there came a sort of burning deep within him. Almost as if he’d eaten something too spicy or swallowed hot water. It worked its way down his throat, into his stomach, and spread out into his arms and legs, leaving his entire body feeling as if it were humming with heat and energy. He breathed out slowly, trying to ignore that feeling.

      Gayal watched him, an unreadable expression on her face, though it seemed to him that she knew what he felt. That couldn’t mean that he felt something about these dragons. He was in the Hatchery, a place of dragon eggs, and it was a place where he should’ve felt something, shouldn’t he have? There should’ve been no reason for him to feel otherwise.

      “If the king has all of these eggs, why doesn’t he try to hatch them?”

      “He does,” Gayal said. “Unfortunately, he is not often successful.”

      “Which is why he has the small dragons.”

      “That’s part of it,” she said. “There’s more to it, though. Something about the dragons that we don’t fully understand. We have searched for answers, but they aren’t easy to find.”

      “Answers about the dragons?”

      “Answers about many things,” she said.

      She pushed open the door, having first pressed her hand upon it the way that she had before, causing the door to glow softly. After it did for a moment, she withdrew her hand and the door came open.

      It let out into a small courtyard. Ty followed her, noting a shift in the air. He hadn’t noticed how warm the air within the hatchery had been, but now that he was outside, feeling the cool breeze gusting along his cheeks and whispering along his face, he was much more aware of it.

      He took a deep breath.

      He followed Gayal.

      There was a soft glowing light here as well, the same sort of bluish white light as there was within the Hatchery, and Ty looked around, trying to figure out just where she was guiding him. They were in a fenced-in courtyard, a stone wall probably no taller than his shoulder rising around the courtyard, and within it were dragons.

      Ty looked over at Gayal, noticing the bright light in her eyes, the way she stared at them, and surprisingly he felt something from her as well, as if there was some connection that flowed between her and the dragons. Her cloak fluttered but then fell still again.

      There had to be a dozen or so.

      He had seen one of them, the black-scaled dragon near the back wall, in Zarinth once. There was another, one with deep red scales that lounged against the wall near the black dragon, that had been in the city another time. All of them were of a similar size, though some were larger than others. Each had stunted leathery wings, muscular back legs, and small forelegs. He couldn’t imagine any of them flying. None of them looked nearly as impressive as the dragon relics that he had seen.

      He started forward before catching himself, but not fast enough.

      Gayal was there, pulling out his arm, blocking him. “I know you aren’t impressed by them, but these dragons are not to be taken lightly.”

      “I’m not taking them lightly.”

      “You must be careful.”

      “Or what?”

      “Or you are likely to lose a hand. Or worse.”

      Two of the dragons were playing in the back of the courtyard, rolling as they kicked and scratched at each other, while others simply lounged, curled up so that their tails were wrapped all around them, their wings folded in at their sides.

      One of them looked up, gazing at him with an expression of heat in its eyes, but there was something else there as well. There was something that he couldn’t quite identify.

      “These are the dragons the king has hatched and raised. The Dragon Touched come here, learning about their connection to the dragons, as do those of the king’s Tecal.”

      “Let me guess. You brought me here because you somehow think that I have a connection to the dragons and you want to bring me into the king’s service. I’m sorry, but that’s not why I came to the city. I have no interest in serving the king so directly.”

      She smiled slightly. “I didn’t bring you here because I thought you had some connection to the dragons, though I would not be surprised to learn that you did. I didn’t bring you here to try to convince you that you could be one of the Dragon Touched. It’s possible you could be. There are many more Dragon Touched throughout the kingdom than the king even knows, though most of them have a minor ability. Some can eventually develop in the way of the Dragon Touched you have seen, men like Roson James, and others who are equally dangerous. Then there are those of the king’s Tecal. We have a different role as we serve the king.”

      He waited for her to expand on that, but she didn’t.

      Ty knew the role of the Tecal within the kingdom. They were spies, but what if they were something else as well?

      He looked over to Gayal, wondering what she might share with him, but she said nothing.

      “Why did you bring me here?”

      “Curiosity,” she said. “And I thought that it would be beneficial for you to know the truth.”

      He shook his head. “Even if I were to believe you and that I was somehow attuned to these dragons, I can’t really do anything with it. I’m not a Dragon Touched like Roson James or the others in the fortress.”

      In that was what it really came down to.

      “You may feel otherwise.”

      “I doubt it,” Ty said. “Now, if you want to tell me where to find Albion, I would be more than happy to listen to anything more that you have to say. As it stands, I intend to learn why Roson James has returned to Zarinth.”

      “You should be careful. You do not want to get in between one of the Dragon Touched and their objective for the king.”

      “It’s not just him.”

      She frowned. “Who else? Other Dragon Touched?”

      “Priests of the Flame. At least, men who pretend to be Priests of the Flame.” He watched Gayal as he made the comment, curious how she might react.

      Her eyes widened slightly. “You are in even greater danger than you know.”
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      Gayal made a circle around the inside of the courtyard, pausing every so often to look at the dragons, though she never got too close to them. She seemed to give them respectable distance, though none of the dragons paid her much mind, as if they weren’t at all concerned about her presence. The two dragons that were frolicking in the back of the courtyard continued their play, rolling and spinning, tumbling over each other. Every so often, one of the dragons would look up, and when a dragon paid attention to Ty, he could feel something flare within him, as if he once again had swallowed something warm and unpleasant. It was as if he drank his stomach full of hot water each time the dragon watched him.

      “What aren’t you telling me?”

      Gayal turned back to him. She was standing on the opposite side of the courtyard, watching. “The men you refer to are called the Order of the Flame.”

      “Are they part of the priesthood?”

      “There are some who would make that claim, but I do not think so. Some of the Order have burrowed within the priesthood, making it seem as if they are truly following the Flame, but I suspect they have a different agenda.”

      “They shot me with a crossbow bolt.” He fingered his shoulder. It had healed fairly rapidly, which left him wondering what exactly Maeve had done to help him heal as quickly as he had. “I almost didn’t make it.”

      “It’s even more reason for you to be careful. If the Order is there, you should hide.”

      “I’m not going to hide. If they know something, or if they’re after the same thing as Roson, then—”

      “Then you need to be careful. Whatever they’re after is a problem for you.”

      Whatever they were after was tied to Albion, though Ty wasn’t at all sure how or what it might be. He needed to know, which was even more reason to get to him brother.

      “I suppose you’re going to want me to cooperate with them?”

      “I would never ask you to cooperate with one of the Order. They serve a different purpose.”

      “And you serve the king,” Ty said. One of the dragons stirred near him, twitching and swinging its massive tail. Ty jumped back, surprised by the suddenness of the movement, but then the dragon curled its tail back around to a resting position. The heat that radiated off the tail surprised him. They were small, but perhaps they were just as dangerous as Gayal claimed. “Could they work for Lothinal?”

      She smiled tightly. “Now you begin to ask the kind of questions that one of the Tecal would ask.”

      It seemed like a compliment, but at the same time there was something else buried within the way that she said it. Gayal watched him, and her gaze lingered on him in a way that left him unsettled.

      He continued to look at the dragons. When he was younger, he had wanted to see a dragon, but after he’d first seen one in Zarinth, Ty had been unimpressed. His mother had told him that the real dragons were something to be seen, respected.

      “They once lived all throughout these lands,” she had said, patting his hand as they stood in the streets of Zarinth. The parade of the Dragon Touched, along with the small dragon, had moved away down the street. Ty had felt the heat radiating from the dragon, a surge of energy that he couldn’t quite place but had felt familiar.

      “Why don’t they any longer?”

      His mother had a wan smile. “Because they have not had the chance to return. That will change. I am sure of it.”

      “Why?”

      She had patted his hand again. “There are those who are working to see to it, Tydornen.”

      Ty shook those thoughts away. His mother had always loved the dragon relics, and he remembered her disgust when she had seen the small dragon.

      “And let’s say they knew that Albion had gone to the city for something else. What if they are after it?”

      “Then it is already too late,” Gayal said. “The Dragon Touched responsible for questioning him will have learned. And you may not be able to do anything to help him.”

      Ty fell into a silence. He might not be able to help Albion, but could he learn what other reason he’d gone to the city for? And if he did, what would it do? What would it change?

      As he looked at the dragons, he didn’t believe that he was drawn to them the way that Gayal said. He could feel the heat coming off of the dragons, no differently than he had felt when he was younger, but nothing else.

      And all this did was keep him from what he needed to be doing.

      Finding Albion. Not just that, but finding a way to getting to Albion.

      “I need to get back to my friend,” he said.

      “I caution you to be safe.”

      He stuffed his hands in his pockets, feeling the note. He brought it out, wanting to see if there might be something here that would help him understand what Albion had left for him. He had wanted him to find and understand something, but there had been nothing in the note that helped. No answers were there. Nothing that would provide him with any insight.

      The dragons were seemingly lethargic, or perhaps they were resting. One of them made a steady circuit around the courtyard, as if prowling toward him. Ty stayed on edge, watching the dragon. Golden eyes looked in his direction, and ultimately he tore his gaze away, afraid of watching too closely.

      “Unless you help me find my brother, I’m not sure there’s any way for me to be safe. I told you that I need to get to him, and I intend to try to help him as much as I can.”

      “And I have warned you that there may not be anything that you can do to help him.”

      Ty looked around one more time. He wondered if he would ever get to see this place again, though he doubted it. It required somebody with his ability and his connection, and without that…

      “Why are these dragons stunted?”

      She stared at the dragons. “The king has never understood. They should not be. As far as we know, there should be no reason these dragons wouldn’t grow further. It’s as if they reached a certain point and then stopped.”

      “But dragons have gotten larger than this before.”

      “Not in the kingdom, and not for centuries.”

      “Why not?”

      He thought about what his mother had told him about how the dragons would return and how there were others who were working to see to it. Who were they?

      Priests?

      They certainly celebrated the Flame. It seemed to Ty that they would celebrate dragons, but he had never seen the priests worshiping the dragons that had come to Zarinth.

      “I don’t know. None do. Unfortunately, the Tecal have not been able to find those answers.”

      “But you must have some idea. At least a theory.”

      “Some have believed that there is something about our land that is not conducive to the development of dragons. Others have theorized that it might be tied to something that happened to the eggs when they were small, which is the reason the king constantly searches for eggs, hoping that he might find one that will hatch and grow beyond this stage. So far, he has not. All of the dragons we hatch have grown to a certain point and no further.”

      “And what about you? What do you think?”

      “It doesn’t matter what I think.”

      “It does to me,” Ty said.

      “I think there is something that prevents them from developing,” she said softly, staring at the dragon nearest her. “We don’t understand them nearly as well as we think we do. Some claimed that the dragons are far more intelligent than we give them credit for, and others simply think that they are animals, meant to be confined like this. It is the Flame.”

      He found himself actually curious, questioning what Gayal might feel about the dragons and wondering what she might believe about them. “What about you?”

      “I think that the dragons are intelligent, though I doubt that we will ever know the extent of their intelligence. I think that they are something different than we fully understand, and I think there is something about the Nerenal kingdom that prevents them from developing.”

      Ty held his hand out as one of the dragons turned its head toward him, and then before he had a chance to react the dragon pressed its nose up against his hand.

      Ty froze. He wanted to withdraw, to pull his hand away, but he couldn’t. Everything within him went tense, and he lingered there, frozen in place.

      The dragon had a strangely textured nose. It was warm though, not hot. It reminded him more of the dragon-bone dagger than anything else. It breathed out, hot air drifting along his skin. When it did that, he felt a surge of heat once again within his belly, and it spread outward, much like he had felt within the Hatchery.

      “Be careful,” Gayal said.

      He glanced over at her. “What do you think I’m going to do to the dragon?”

      “I’m not worried about what you will do to it. I’m more concerned about what it will do to you.” She chuckled. “They aren’t large enough to eat you. It might nip off a finger, but even that is pretty rare.”

      The idea that a dragon might bite of his finger was laughable, but maybe it shouldn’t have been. They certainly were large enough that he could imagine a creature biting through the skin and bone, tearing his finger off.

      Ty couldn’t move. He still felt the heat from the dragon flowing into him. It wasn’t unpleasant, though. “What is it doing to me?”

      “I suspect it’s trying to decide what to do about you,” she said. “Perhaps it is trying to decide how much of a connection you have to it. Then again, you don’t believe you have any connection, do you?”

      The gnawing in his stomach had turned to something else. A burning.

      Was that the dragon, or was that his fear?

      Finally, the dragon pulled its head back and pressed it against the ground, looking up at him.

      Ty breathed out. Even now that the dragon had pulled its head back, he could still feel something burning within him, though that started to ease, as if it faded the longer he was withdrawn from the dragon.

      “I think it’s time for me to go,” he said again.

      “Let me help you,” she said.

      “You’ve done enough.”

      Gayal shook her head. “You won’t be able to leave the Hatchery without my help.”

      She guided him through the Hatchery, and he looked around one last time, taking in the pale bluish light, along with the other eggs that were here. If this was going to be the last time that he would see this place, he wanted to remember it. It was strange, somewhat unsettling, and there was a part of him that marveled at it. How much would one of these eggs be worth?

      Not nearly as much as he had believed.

      As he started toward the door, something in one of the alcoves caught his eye.

      “What is that?” He made his way toward it, noticing that the eggs—or whatever it was—were smaller than the others. They were round, and the heat radiating off of them was different than the rest. “These look like dragon pearls.”

      Gayal arched a brow at him. “Do you have much experience with dragon pearls?”

      “Not as much as I would like.”

      “Some scholars have felt the way you did. They believe that they were dragon pearls, but others felt that they were eggs. They were larger than the traditional dragon pearls, which made them a little bit more unusual. Those who believe they were dragon pearls felt that they might simply be just larger dragon pearls, which would mean they were more powerful. Our Dragon Touched have tested them over the years, and none have been able to confirm that they were truly dragon pearls, which left most thinking that perhaps they were eggs.”

      “Perhaps?”

      “Again, very few people know for certain, but there are features about them that make us think that they are eggs, rather than pearls.”

      “What features are those?”

      “Those who study such things claim that there is an internal pressure within the egg, something that’s not present within a dragon pearl.” She shrugged. “That’s not something that I can speak to. I don’t have that expertise, so I can’t say with any certainty whether it’s true or not.”

      “But you think that it might be?”

      “I think it’s reasonable. They don’t look anything like the dragon pearls I’ve seen. Even large dragon pearls have an upper limit, and these are nothing like those.”

      Ty couldn’t help but feel as if they looked like the dragon pearls that he had put in the satchel. The same dragon pearls Roson James must’ve stolen. Maybe that was what his brother had been after. Ty had taken them from the temple, after all, and perhaps he was the reason that Roson James would have gotten what he was after all along.

      If so, then why had he chased him down the mountainside?

      Ty reached for one of the eggs. Gayal didn’t bother to stop him.

      Now that he was close to it, he could feel heat radiating off of it. That was different than what he had detected from dragon pearls, but he still questioned whether this was really an egg. The shape of it wasn’t like the eggs that he had seen elsewhere inside the Hatchery. It was rounder, smoother, and there was a certain characteristic to it that he wasn’t quite able to place, though he felt as if it were different in some ways.

      He held up one of the eggs. It was heavy, though not so heavy as to be similar to the dragon pearls. Maybe what he had taken from the temple actually had been eggs. Ty rolled the egg in his hand while Gayal watched him, her dark eyes unreadable. “I feel like I’ve seen something like this in Zarinth. I thought they were dragon pearls.”

      Not just one like this, but he had seen many.

      But those had been dragon pearls. He was certain of it.

      Ty finally slid the egg back onto the shelf, and he looked over to Gayal. He waited for her to say something, but she was quiet.

      “Are you just going to let me pick my way through here?”

      “Would you want to?”

      He snorted. “You brought me here to make a point. You wanted me to see the Hatchery, to know that what my brother was after was not all that exotic.” The idea that the egg had not been exotic still left him bothered. All of that effort just for something that the king had dozens of? “Or was there another reason?”

      “What other reason might there need to be?” she asked.

      Ty snorted.

      “Listen, Gayal. I don’t know what’s going on between you and the Dragon Touched and this Order, but all I know is that somehow my brother got caught up in it, and I want to do whatever I can in order to help my brother. If there is anything that you can do to help me…”

      “I am not permitted to help you,” she said.

      “Fine. The king doesn’t want you to help because my brother is the Dragon Thief, but I…”

      Ty looked over to Gayal and found an intensity in her eyes that hadn’t been there before, a look on her face that was almost concerned.

      How could he convince her to help him?

      He couldn’t.

      She served the king. He wanted to help his brother. He wanted to stop Roson James.

      That put them at odds.

      And maybe that was the reason that Gayal had brought him with her. She had wanted to see what he might do. The only thing Ty knew that he was going to do stemmed from his intention to find Albion. Eastley and Bingham would help. And from there, he intended to learn what else Albion had planned in Zarinth. Once he did…

      Maybe he could find it and use that to get Albion free.

      He placed the egg back into the alcove and turned to Gayal. “I am going to help my brother.”

      She smiled sadly and turned to the door to the Hatchery, pressing her hand on it. “I wish that you and I might’ve been able to meet under different circumstances.”

      “Why? Do you think that we could have been friends?”

      Gayal tipped her head. “Perhaps. I would’ve liked the opportunity to know you better.”

      She motioned for him to go with her, and she stepped outside, back onto the street. Ty looked around the street, but everything was quiet.

      He was left with the strange feeling that he wanted to return to the Hatchery, to go back in and see whether there was anything more he might learn not only from the eggs but from the dragons. He had never imagined having an opportunity to spend time with dragons like that and certainly had never expected to have seen so many eggs before. There had to be some other reason that Gayal had shown him all that. Did she think that he was going to betray his brother?

      Perhaps it really was about determining whether he had some connection to the dragons. He felt the burning. He couldn’t deny that. But did that burning mean that he had some real connection to dragons? Ty had a hard time believing that to be true.

      Gayal stayed with him as they made their way down the street, before she looked up at him, tilting her head again, sniffing. “You should look at other places within the city before you decide to do something you regret. Perhaps you can bring your friend with you, but I think you might find the first tooth of the Dragon’s Jaw more accepting if you went alone.” She motioned to the south side of the city, toward the rock stretching high overhead.

      Gayal started away from him, looking as if she were going toward the palace.

      She wanted him to go to the Dragon’s Jaw.

      What did she plan to use him to do this time?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      As he ventured around the outskirts of the city, making his way back toward the opening and the road where they had entered the city, he found himself venturing along the Dragon’s Jaw at Gayal’s request. The mountains were enormous up close, and as he neared he could feel something almost practically drawing him toward them. It was easy to imagine why Rogel the Proud had decided to build here. There was a certain sense of power standing in between the Dragon’s Jaw, an energy that seemed to linger here, calling to him, as if the city itself were filled with that power.

      It might only be his imagination, but perhaps there really was some energy drawing him here. As he made his way along the streets, he kept looking around. Closer to the Dragon’s Jaw, the street was empty, as if people avoided it. He really should’ve gone to find Eastley and Bingham, but if there was something here that he might find, and if Gayal suggested that Eastley not come, maybe he needed to come by himself.

      It was foolishness, though. He knew that. Coming out here alone was far more likely to end with his capture than anything else. And if he were caught out here alone, no one would know that he was even here. Bingham and Eastley wouldn’t be able to save him. The only one who would…

      Would be Gayal.

      She wouldn’t lead him into danger. At least, he didn’t think so. He wasn’t sure that he trusted her—she was the king’s Tecal, after all, but he also wasn’t convinced that she wanted something to happen to him.

      When he neared the rock, he could feel the city as it tried to press him toward the Jaw, and he decided to take a look at it. Gayal had suggested that he venture this way.

      He found that the city itself ended about a hundred paces from the rock.

      Nothing was built any closer to it, though there was plenty of flat land leading up to it. He stepped out, closer to the Dragon’s Jaw, and stood there, looking up at the jagged fingers of rock crawling into the sky.

      He could almost imagine there was some incredible power here, something he could visualize as if a dragon were truly biting its way out of the ground. The size of the dragon would have to be enormous, much larger than the small dragons that he had seen outside the Hatchery.

      Ty made his way along the rock, gradually winding his way upward. It sloped rapidly, forcing him to climb with both hands and feet.

      He had to move carefully. At one point his foot slipped and he nearly fell, but he gathered himself, dragging back onto the rock and pausing.

      Standing here in the space between the city and the mountain, it was almost similar to how he felt transitioning from Zarinth into the jungle. There was a space, and then it was barren. Empty. Something different.

      He looked around, lingering for another moment before continuing onward.

      He started toward the rock, but something caught his eye. It was in the space between the two largest towers of rock. They stretched high overhead, as if they were clawing at the sky, as if the jaw itself were attempting to bite at the blue sky overhead. The path was not easy. He continued making his way upward, hand over hand, wondering why he was doing this.

      The answer was easy, but it wasn’t an answer that he was sure was the right one.

      Because Gayal had suggested it.

      He looked back at the city. From here, all he could see were the shops on the outskirts, but no people within the city. It seemed as if the city itself were closed off to him, as if it were all trapped within the confines of the Dragon’s Jaw. Increasingly, he began to question whether Albion might be here. Could that be why Gayal had suggested he come here?

      Ty hurried forward.

      He reached the lowest level of the rock and continued climbing. As he did, he glanced back, worried that he was going to draw some notice from inside the city, but nobody seemed to pay any mind to him. Ty hurried up the rock, using his fingers, digging his toes in, until he reached a small space where he could jam his hands in and climb faster. The farther he went, the more Ty began to think he was making a mistake. There couldn’t be anything here. Maybe this was Gayal’s way of distracting him while she had his brother moved to a different prison, a safer one.

      Just when he was about to turn back, a strange scraping sound caught his attention. It was just in front of him.

      He continued crawling. What was the worst thing that could happen? He could reach a little higher, take a look around the rock, and if there was nothing here, he could go back down. If there was something…

      Still, Gayal had suggested that he come here. Maybe there was some reason that she had wanted him to come. He continued climbing, clinging to the rock, every so often he would look up the side of the Dragon’s Jaw, half expecting that he was nearing the top, but he never came close. It still stretched high overhead, gently curving inward, as if to bend it toward the city itself. It was well named, but the whole space left him feeling uncomfortable in general.

      As he continued climbing, his foot caught a section of the rock, and then it skittered off, and he slipped.

      He caught himself, dangling on the stone. He held tightly, trying to grip the rock as well as he could, but his fingers, digging in as much as they could, still started to slip.

      His feet rushed the surface of the rock. He continued kicking and finally managed to get purchase.

      Ty pressed his feet deeper and held tightly.

      As he did, he looked down again.

      The drop would’ve been dangerous.

      And worse, someone was making their way along the ground. He recognized the dark cloak of the Dragon Touched. He could practically feel the heat from the Dragon Touched, and for a moment, panic set in, making him think that it had to be Roson James, or perhaps one of the others that had pursued him and Eastley through the jungle. He hadn’t gotten that good of a look at them, though, and as the Dragon Touched continued along the street, he found himself praying to himself, hoping that he didn’t look up.

      The heat persisted.

      It seemed to radiate in Ty’s belly, working its way through him. He’d been feeling that sensation more often of late.

      He stayed motionless, half afraid that he would have been detected, but the Dragon Touched moved on, leaving him with nothing but the memory of the panic.

      He looked up. His fingers hurt. He wasn’t a rock climber by any means, but his work in Zarinth had certainly given him a measure of sneaking skill. He had to use that as well as he could, putting it into action so that he could make his way up the rock. He had to pick his way more carefully, though.

      As he crawled up the rock, his mind kept working through what Gayal had told him.

      The first dragon tooth.

      She had wanted him to come here. There had to be something up here.

      But if there was, would there be an easier way?

      Ty hadn’t seen a path, and he had not seen anyone else making their way up here, other than the Dragon Touched that had been patrolling.

      He picked his way far more carefully now. With each step, he found himself moving carefully. Hand over hand, working his way up the rock, and he finally saw a flutter of what looked to be light.

      That was odd.

      He held onto the rock for a moment, keeping himself pressed up against it.

      He wiggled up and finally he found a narrow ledge, crawling along it. An opening in the rock revealed even more light. It glowed with a pale bluish white light, much like he had seen near the Hatchery.

      Does that mean there’s somebody here?

      Ty hesitated.

      He didn’t want to crawl through here if that meant there were others up here, but Gayal had suggested he climb. She had suggested that he would find answers here.

      Albion.

      Why here, though?

      He reached the narrow ledge, and he hesitated, lingering on it long enough for him to catch his breath. There had been no other sign of Dragon Touched, but he had to be careful here.

      Gayal’s words kept coming back to him. The first tooth. The Dragon’s Jaw.

      This was where he was supposed to be.

      Curiosity sent him forward.

      A glowing light in the distance caught his attention, and he followed that, feeling a hint of energy around him as well.

      There was an opening, and within that he saw a little bit more pale white light.

      The sound he had noticed came from in front of him.

      Voices.

      Ty stopped.

      If this was one of the Dragon Touched, he would have to be careful. He didn’t know if he was forbidden from climbing the Dragon’s Jaw and should have questioned Gayal before coming up here.

      Still, Gayal had told him to come here.

      There had to be some reason. Some answer.

      As he moved forward, the voices were louder, but he didn’t see anything. It was almost as if the voices bounced off of the walls around him.

      The echoing off the rock made it difficult to determine anything about the voices, so if they were saying something that he wanted to understand, he couldn’t. It was just a dull reverberation that made it difficult to make anything out.

      The cavern opened up even more. On either side of him, the fingers of rock stretched up high and away, but the platform he stood on seemed to connect to them. It was odd. He felt as if he were in some sort of ring of rock, as if the Dragon’s Jaw surrounded him, as if he were now bit by the teeth.

      It was almost as if he were heading into the dragon’s belly, getting swallowed by it. Were there other openings in between the other fingers of rock? Or was this the only one? If so, how had he found it?

      Something in one of the voices caught his attention. A single word. He tensed, though he was certain of what he had heard.

      Albion.

      He snuck forward, holding one hand along the rock wall. One foot slipped, and he made more noise than he intended.

      Ty froze, staying motionless.

      This was why Gayal had wanted him to come. This was Albion’s prison.

      He glanced back, but he could see only stone.

      She had told him where to find his brother.

      That seemed… surprising.

      Then again, she had never been interested in the Dragon Thief. Had she? She had been more interested in seeing Ishantil calmed. At least, that was Ty’s impression.

      He slid carefully forward. One foot after another.

      The space in front of him was not what he thought. It opened up, and then he froze.

      Situated in front of him were three cells. Strange bars of twisted metal stretched from the ground all the way up dozens of feet and curved back toward the rock. Each one had somebody trapped inside, but his eye was drawn to the one in the middle.

      Albion.

      Those were the voices he had heard.

      Ty started toward him before catching himself.

      This was the prison. It was open-air but not impossible to reach. Why would Albion have been held here? Unless the Dragon Touched thought they needed to keep him away from the rest of the city. There would be no remnants or relics that he might be able to use here.

      The two prisoners on either side of his brother were older, with graying hair and long beards, and were incredibly thin.

      His brother had grown a thick beard in the time since he’d last seen him, and his eyes had hollowed out, but he didn’t look quite as ragged as they did.

      “Albion?”

      His brother grabbed for the bars before jerking back and standing a step behind them, looking at Ty. He’d given little thought to what he’d say to his brother when he saw him again, and now realized that mistake. He didn’t know what to say to the person he thought he’d known, only to learn that Albion had been keeping an impossible secret from him. Ty suspected he was still the priest he’d believed, but now he was more.

      “You shouldn’t be here.”

      “What happened? Why do they have you here?”

      He glanced at the others before turning his attention back to Ty and shaking his head. “You shouldn’t be here.”

      “I came to…”

      He wanted to get his brother out of here, but Ty wasn’t exactly sure if he could. He wanted answers, though. And if he could find what Roson James and the rogue priests were after before they did, he might be able to use that and trade it for his brother’s safety.

      As he looked at the other man next to Albion, Ty realized that he would have to work quickly or Albion would end up just like them. Fading. Dying.

      “You should get moving,” Albion said, looking past him. “If they find out that you’re here, they—”

      “They will what?” Ty asked.

      Albion shook his head. “You don’t want to know.”

      “I can help you.”

      He breathed out slowly. “There is no help for me, Ty.”

      “I can help.” He took a step toward him, and as he neared the bars of the cell, he could feel something radiating through them. It was a strange energy, heat that reminded him of what he had felt within the Hatchery.

      Ty reached into his pocket, pulling out the note, and held it out to him. “You left this for me.”

      “They didn’t get to it,” Albion said, something in his expression softening.

      “What is it?”

      “They can’t reach it,” Albion said, grabbing the bars of his cell. “I know it’s asking a lot of you, Tydornen, but you need to get it first.”

      “Get what?”

      Albion flicked his gaze past him, before turning to Ty. “Return to Zarinth. That’s what you need to do. The answers are found within the Flame.”

      Confusion struck him. “What?”

      Albion stared at him, intensity in his gaze.

      And Ty understood.

      He couldn’t tell him. Others were listening. Perhaps the prisoners, or perhaps soldiers or Dragon Touched, or maybe Albion simply didn’t want to tell him the truth.

      His brother jerked his head to the side, his expression gaunt, and there was a weight in his eyes, but something else, as well.

      “Find it before they do. Answers are found within the Flame.”

      “What kind of answers?”

      “Answers about the real reason I returned to Zarinth.”

      Albion released the bars of the cell, flicking his gaze to the note in Ty’s hand, then looking up to Ty again.

      “Let me get you out of here. I know someone—”

      Albion just shook his head. “No. Not yet. Do this for me, Tydornen.”

      There was sound nearby, shadows that swirled.

      Ty backed toward the direction he’d come. Soldiers—or Dragon Thief—were coming.

      “Go,” Albion whispered. “The Dragon Thief must do this.”

      Ty reached the path back. His brother wanted him to be the Dragon Thief, so he was going to have to become it.

      But how?

      The Flame provides.

      And the note.

      What did it mean?

      As he looked to Albion, he found his brother staring at him, at the note still clutched in Ty’s hand, and then he turned away.

      Ty backed out the way he had come until the cells were no longer in view, taking one last lingering look at his brother and hoping that wasn’t the last time he would see him alive.
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      It was late in the evening when Ty reached the tavern where he had left Bingham. He had circled around the city, concerned about whether or not there had been anybody following him, but he hadn’t seen any signs of being tracked. Ty wouldn’t put it past it for there to be somebody, and so he had been cautious. There had been no sign of Gayal and no sign of any of the Dragon Touched, so he thought he had managed to slip away without getting caught.

      He kept expecting that he would run into Eastley but didn’t really know where he might have gone. Perhaps he was still searching for more information about the Dragon Touched, or maybe Eastley had even been stupid enough to try to attack them, though Ty didn’t think that even Eastley would do something like that. If he had seen Roson James, though, he wouldn’t put it past Eastley to try something.

      He still hadn’t figured out why Gayal had wanted him to find his brother. There was a strange dynamic between her and Roson James, enough of one that left Ty questioning whether he even wanted to get caught in the middle of it.

      But now he had something more to figure out. He needed to understand what his brother wanted him to find.

      The answers were found within the Flame.

      If that meant going to speak with the priests at the temple, he wasn’t sure that he would be interested in doing that. Not since they had targeted him, leaving him thinking that perhaps the priests want to be trusted. Or maybe he meant the actual Flame atop the temple. Ty had already snuck into the temple once, and he figured that he could make his way through it again, if that was going to be the key to getting the answers that he wanted.

      Still, he had not come up with anything other than that Albion had wanted him to help.

      But not help him escape.

      His brother had been trapped, getting weaker, thinner, but he had not wanted to be rescued. He had wanted Ty to find what he had been sent for.

      Not only that, but he had wanted the Dragon Thief.

      Why though?

      Maybe for the same reason that Gayal had tried to help him.

      When he reached the tavern, he stepped inside, looking for Bingham. The tavern was busier than it had been when he’d been here before. Most of the tables were occupied, and several minstrels played near the back wall, a fast-paced tune with ribald lyrics.

      He tapped his foot, listening to the song, having heard it in Zarinth a time or two, but was distracted. His mind raced with what he had seen and a feeling of urgency at trying to understand what Albion had told him. He fingered the note, tracing his thumb along the surface, trying to work through the answer, knowing that there had to be one, if only he could piece it together.

      Bingham still sat in the counter where they had left him earlier in the day. He had taken to staying at the bar rather than helping them. Of course, he and Eastley had told him not to worry about it.

      Ty made his way over to him, taking a seat. Bingham seemed unsteady, wobbling in place, weaving from side to side.

      Is he still drunk?

      “There you are,” Bingham said. His words were slurred, and he looked around the inside of the tavern before settling his gaze back on him. “It’s taken you long enough. I figured you and Eastley would’ve come back sooner.”

      “We’ve been back,” Ty said. “If you would sober up a little bit, you would notice.”

      “Notice what?”

      Ty shook his head. Irritation filled him.

      “Did you find anything about Albion?”

      “I found something, all right.” Ty looked around, making sure that nobody was watching. He didn’t want any of the king’s men to suddenly get it in their head that they needed to be watching him. He didn’t think there were any of the king’s men inside the tavern, but he didn’t necessarily know. “I came across the Tecal.”

      “What Tecal?” Bingham blinked, his eyes clearing for a moment, but then they faded again.

      “The Tecal we had in Zarinth.”

      His mouth twisted as he frowned. “We had a Tecal?”

      Ty wanted to shake him. What was he doing getting this drunk? Didn’t he know that he needed him sober for this? “You know we had a Tecal in Zarinth. You were there.”

      He grinned at him. “Esme keeps giving me booze. Took pity on me when I told her how I lost everything. My shop…”

      Ty needed to find some empathy for Bingham. He had lost his shop. What did he really have in Zarinth now? “You keep taking what she’s giving you. I don’t know which is worse.”

      “She’s worse. She’s the one who’s trying to get me in trouble.”

      “You do that well enough on your own,” he said. “I think we need to get going.”

      “We barely got here.”

      They had been here for only a few days. Ty had been spending most of that time trying to figure out which prison he would break into to find his brother, and now that he had found Albion and knew that he needed to find more answers about what his brother was up to, he felt as if he needed to get back to Zarinth.

      The answers were going to be found within the Flame.

      If Bingham were sober, Ty could ask him what he thought of it, but in this state he wasn’t going to be of much use to him.

      Bingham watched him, a wide grin on his face, and then his head sank toward the table until it rested on it. Ty wanted to shake him, but it would do any good.

      Esme popped out of the kitchen, taking one look at Ty before frowning.

      “Don’t blame me for what he’s been doing.”

      “I think you have some blame,” Ty said.

      She stared at him. “If he would’ve come back like he said he would, I wouldn’t need to get him like this so I can get answers.”

      “Wait. You were trying to get him drunk so that he would talk?”

      “I said don’t blame me.”

      “Did he tell you anything?”

      “Not about why he left.”

      “How long ago did he leave?”

      “He used to come through here fairly regular until about five years ago. Then he just stopped. I thought…” She shook her head. “I suppose it doesn’t matter what I thought.”

      Five years would’ve been about the time when Ty’s parents had disappeared.

      He looked over to Bingham. That didn’t make any sense, did it?

      Could Bingham have had something to do with Ty’s parents’ disappearance?

      It seemed impossible to think that they were connected, but the timing…

      “What did you know about him?”

      “He was an antiquities dealer,” she said. “Pretty well known around the city. At least, I thought that’s what he was.” She looked up at Ty, holding her gaze on him. “Don’t think that I haven’t paid any attention to what you and that other boy have been talking about.”

      Ty almost smirked at the idea of her calling Eastley a boy. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that I pay attention.” She glanced over to Bingham, still resting his head on the table. “And I know what the two of you have been going on about. I’ve heard what you have said about him.”

      “I’m sorry,” Ty said.

      She opened her mouth as if she were going to say something before clamping it closed. Instead, she looked over to where Bingham rested his head on the table, shaking her own slowly. “Maybe I just didn’t know him as well as I thought.”

      “Maybe neither of us did,” Ty said. He looked around the inside of the tavern. “Have you seen my friend?”

      “He’s not been back. That one pops in from time to time, I think looking for you, but then he disappears. He said you were gone too long this time.”

      Ty nodded. “I probably was. I’m going back out into the city, but if you see him, let him know that I came looking for him.” He looked to Bingham, tempted to leave a message for him, but Bingham was out.

      And as he thought about it, maybe it made sense for Bingham to remain here. Ty could find Eastley, head back to Zarinth, and figure out what Albion had been after.

      That was what he needed to do.

      “If he ever wakes up and wants to know where I’ve gone, tell him I returned home.”

      Esme frowned but nodded.

      He started out into the street when he collided with Eastley.

      He was sweating, his brow covered with a little dust, his eyes narrowed slightly until he saw Ty.

      “There you are. I’ve been looking for you all day.”

      “I’m sorry,” Ty said.

      “Don’t. It’s just…” He looked down the street. “Well, we might be in a little bit of trouble.”

      “What kind of trouble?”

      “After I got away from the Dragon Touched, I made my way back toward the fortress. I was scoping it out, thinking that I might have a way of getting the uniforms we need. But I think they were following me. I think they caught sight of me.”

      It wasn’t the worst thing in the world, but it was certainly not ideal.

      Ty grunted. “We need to leave the city anyway.”

      “What did you do?”

      Ty told him about finding Albion, and what he had said, which elicited only a wrinkled frown out of Eastley. He didn’t know what Albion might have meant about the Flame. “Regardless, I need to get back to Zarinth. And I think that Roson will be there until he finds whatever it is that they are looking for. That’s where you will get your opportunity to get back at him.”

      Eastley’s eyes hardened. “Good. What about Bingham?” He glanced to the door leading into the tavern.

      “He is incapacitated. Might be that way for a while.”

      “Esme?” Eastley asked.

      Ty nodded. “I’m not sure what happened between the two of them, but it seems that he is still struggling.”

      “Do you want me to grab him?”

      Ty poked his head back into the tavern, and noticed the way that Esme leaned in front of Bingham, whispering something in his ear that left Ty wondering just what they were talking about. He closed the door, shaking his head. “I think we should leave him. I already told him that we were heading back.”

      They made their way along the street until they caught up to the stable boy.

      “We need our horses,” he told the boy.

      The stable boy found them. “Did I help you?”

      Eastley stepped forward. He towered over the boy. “You helped the man with us. Just get the damn horses.”

      The boy looked in either direction along the street, and Ty recognized some tension within him. He was preparing to run.

      “Don’t let him go,” he whispered to Eastley.

      Eastley stepped forward, positioning himself in front of the boy, blocking him from bolting. “Get the horses,” Eastley said.

      “I need to get paid.”

      “You will get paid when you get the damn horses,” he said. He shoved the boy, and he hurried off, leaving Ty and Eastley to move after him.

      “What’s going on here?” Eastley whispered.

      “I suspect this is your Dragon Touched.”

      “You can’t blame this on me. What if it is you sneaking up to find your brother?”

      It could be, Ty knew, which was just as dangerous.

      They reached the stable, and Eastley shoved him forward.

      It was dark, and it smelled of dung and hay and the sweat of horses. He could feel something here, though it was a strange thing to be aware of. He wondered what he was actually feeling. Maybe it was just a matter of feeling the strange energy in the air, or maybe there was something actually here.

      “I just need the horses. Our partner can get his later.”

      “You don’t want all of them?”

      “I don’t really care to take all of them. You can work that out with our partner. He’s sitting back in the tavern, completely drunk, and when he sobers up and comes looking for his horse, you can charge him for both of them. Either that, or you keep his horse.”

      Eastley forced him through the stable until he found where he had left their horses, but there was no sign of the saddles. “Really?” Eastley positioned himself in front of him, blocking him from bolting. “Where did you put the saddle?”

      “I just did what I’m supposed to do. I take the saddles off. I feed and water the horses. If you pay me, I’ll even brush them down for you, but—”

      “Just get me the damn saddle.”

      He bobbed his head in a quick nod and hurried off.

      Eastley looked over to Ty. “I didn’t expect him to be the holdup here.”

      “Me neither, but it tells me that it is time for us to get going. Maybe we’ve been sniffing around here a little too openly.”

      And with that being the case, it put them into a tough spot. They had to get out of the city, back to Zarinth, but it was several days riding to the city. Several days where they had to worry about the Dragon Touched chasing them.

      When the stable boy returned carrying saddles, Ty realized that they weren’t the right ones. He started to say something, when he felt a slight burning in his stomach.

      It was the same sensation that he had when he had been in the Hatchery.

      Maybe he was attuned to the dragons.

      And if he was, and felt that sense now, he worried what it meant.

      Who—and better yet, what—was coming for them?

      Eastley forced the stable boy to saddle the horses, and they hurried out into the street.

      Once they did, Ty looked and noticed a glowing at the far end of the street. He motioned toward it, and Eastley nodded.

      “Damn Dragon Touched,” he muttered. The stable boy stood near the door, and he gasped, turning and scurrying back into the stable. “And he was with them.”

      “You can’t blame him for that,” Ty said. “He’s probably just doing what he thinks he has to.”

      “Which is trying to get us caught?”

      “You’re the one who was sniffing around the fortress.”

      “And you are the one who found the secret prison. I think they are here because of you.”

      “Then we should get moving.”

      They kicked the horses into motion, and reached one of the main streets. There was a crowd. The heat in his belly continued to burn, leaving him almost nauseated. He had felt it in the Hatchery but not before then. It was strange that he would be so aware of it now.

      He found himself looking all around, searching for Dragon Touched, or maybe even Gayal or another Tecal, but saw nothing. Just the crowd.

      Finally the city opened up, and they followed the main street through it.

      When they passed through the Dragon’s Jaw, he felt another wave of warmth work through him.

      It was unsettling. Eastley looked over at him. Ty nodded, and they kicked the horses to a faster trot, wanting to put distance between themselves in the city.

      “What about Bingham?”

      “Either he stays or he comes back,” Ty said. “From what I learned, he’s made the journey a few times. We don’t have to worry about him.”

      The burning in his belly had started to fade, but it hadn’t faded completely. Worse, there was a hazy smoke drifting along the road. It reminded him of what he had seen in Zarinth before, and he looked back to see several people trailing after them. The burning in his belly flared again.

      “What do we have to worry about?”

      Ty pointed behind him. “Them.”

      “I told you they were after you.”

      “After me. After you. Either way, we need to ride before the Dragon Touched catch us. If you want to get your revenge on Roson James, we need to move quickly.”

      Eastley looked back for a while before swiveling and turning his attention back on the road in front of him. Ty suspected that he was trying to work through a plan but not coming up with any real answer. It was probably the same way that Ty was. They had to get back to Zarinth, but they had to stay ahead of the Dragon Touched. If they didn’t, Ty would lose the opportunity to uncover just what the Dragon Touched were after in Zarinth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      They had been riding for the better part of the afternoon, heading into the early evening. Eastley was quiet, but every so often he would twist around, looking back toward the city. Neither of them had seen the Dragon Touched, but Ty remained convinced there had to be somebody out there. Somewhere.

      “We need to camp,” Ty said, looking over to Eastley. “We can’t ride the entire night.”

      “Are you sure that makes sense?”

      The burning that had stayed with him persisted, not easing up. Ty began to wonder if it would continue to burn in the pit of him stomach, lingering there with each passing moment. He had to ignore it, but it grew increasingly difficult to do. That burning was unsettling.

      More than that, the smoke that filtered over the horizon became hard to look past. He wanted to find a different route, though he didn’t know if there would be any other way to head back to Zarinth. The only way he knew was the way he had come in.

      He could tell that the riders behind them were getting closer. It wasn’t going to take long before they caught up to him. It might mean riding through the night. He wasn’t sure about that, and certainly worried about the safety of traveling with tired horses, but what other choice did they have?

      “It doesn’t make sense, but I don’t know what else we can do,” he said, looking over Eastley. “We could head into the jungle.”

      Eastley snorted and shook his head. “I’m not going back into the jungle. The last time I nearly died.”

      “You didn’t nearly die. You ended up hanging in a velum trap. Nothing more than that.”

      “We have horses. We have the road. If we can keep going this way…”

      Even with all of that, Ty wasn’t convinced it was going to be enough for them. Horses and the open road might still not be fast enough, not against the Dragon Touched who might have some magical way of traveling.

      They kept riding, though. At one point, they crested a small rise, and Ty could no longer see as clearly into the distance as before. It might’ve just been the darkness, but it seemed like there was a hazy smoke swirling as well.

      He didn’t say anything to Eastley, but he worried about that smoke. If it meant that the Dragon Touched were getting close, they would either have to force the horses forward, or they might have to fight.

      He had the crossbow and the dragon-bone dagger, but Ty didn’t know if they would be enough to make any difference. And in the distance, he could not even see Ishantil. It was almost as if the haze and the darkness swallowed the glowing lights that should have been up there.

      “What do you think Bingham is doing?” Eastley asked.

      His voice was hushed, and Ty recognized the nerves in it. He felt the same.

      “Probably what he was doing when we were there before.”

      Eastley laughed, and he looked behind before clenching his jaw and turning his focus back to the darkened road in front of them.

      The damn fool had allowed himself to get drunk in Esme’s tavern, though Ty knew he couldn’t be too angry with him. Whatever relationship the two of them had, it obviously was difficult for him. Seeing him had been difficult, though Bingham had been perfectly willing to head straight to the tavern. Likely that was the entire reason he had been willing to come to the city in the first place. He must have intended to see Esme all along.

      It would’ve been helpful to Ty had he acknowledged it. At least then Ty would’ve known what to expect. Unfortunately, now he found himself out here and racing away.

      When the smoke cleared a moment, he caught sight of the dark figures behind him.

      “I don’t think we are going to be able to outrun them,” Ty said.

      “We have to try.”

      “Eastley—”

      Eastley didn’t give him a chance to finish. He slapped his horse on the flank, and it lunged forward at a gallop.

      Ty kicked his horse and chased after him, racing as quickly as he could.

      Eastley moved fast, heading into the darkness, and Ty resisted the urge to call after him. That would only alert the Dragon Touched that they were they here.

      The road curved, and when it rounded a bend, the horse must have caught its hooves on something, it dropped, tossing Ty.

      He was thrown free of the horse, and he rolled, popping up, getting to his feet, and spinning. The horse bolted.

      Ty raced forward, trying to catch the horse, but the animal disappeared into the darkness.

      He stood there motionless. His heart hammered.

      Eastley was gone. The horse was gone.

      And his pursuers were still there.

      The smoke still swirled around him, and the burning that knotted his stomach persisted, leaving him feeling uncomfortable, but it wouldn’t be for much longer. If the riders moved past, Ty had to think he could find his way to Zarinth. Going by foot would be slower, and he didn’t have any supplies, but it wasn’t like he had never traveled by foot before. He had hiked through the jungles around Ishantil. He could handle this.

      As he backed away from the road, something causing a thundering sound started toward him. Ty could feel it, almost as if the energy of that thundering were working up through his legs, through his body, and then the horses streamed past. He didn’t bother to get close enough to see anything else. He could hear them, but he could also feel the strange pulling sensation of their dragon magic as it burned within his belly.

      When they were gone, that burning didn’t ease.

      At least with the haze and the smoke, they wouldn’t be able to trail after him quite as easily as they had otherwise. Ty continued moving, keeping as much of a sense of direction as he could, but without the road it would be difficult to know whether he was traveling the right way. He thought he knew where it was, and thought that all he had to do was keep the road to his left, and he would be able to use that to guide him, but he also didn’t know for sure if that would work.

      Hopefully Eastley would realize that he wasn’t there and maybe even find Ty’s horse, leading it back. But he couldn’t stay in one place.

      He moved stealthily, watching the darkness, wanting to hide from the pursuers.

      Ty hurried to the trees, staying in the darkness and the shadows, and moved forward. Every so often, he detected something moving around him, but wasn’t sure what it was. At first, he thought that maybe it was just the smoke swirling, but the more he noticed it, the more that he started to question whether that was it at all.

      Maybe it was one of his pursuers. Ty had no idea who followed him, only that he had seen—and heard—something. The burning in his stomach persisted.

      He reached a small rise in the ground. The smoke swirled, as if a window was open, causing it to billow around, creating a clearing. When it did, he saw two figures in front of him. They were dressed in the black cloaks of the Order of the Flame.

      One of them grabbed for something at his waist, pulling it up and aiming at him. The crossbow.

      In Zarinth, he had other buildings that he could use as barricades, and he had places that he could run to and hide in, but out here in the open there was nothing. Ty was trapped.

      The burning began to roll through him, flaring up his arms and his legs, the pain intense. The Order of the Flame came toward him. The smoke collapsed around him, making it difficult to see.

      He had no idea what kind of magic they were using, but the power that they had to be calling upon was unlike anything that he had experienced outside of Zarinth until now. Dragon magic, at least of the sort.

      Gayal had warned him that the Order was dangerous. He hadn’t believed her.

      Dealing with the Dragon Touched was one thing, because at least he understood they had power beyond what he could use, but this was something else.

      Ty had to get moving. He could use the smoke to hide, but he had to do so quickly. If he didn’t, then they could be upon him before he had any chance to react.

      He scrambled to his feet and started running. The wind gusted again, swirling and carrying the smoke away. When it did, the heat flared within him, rolling up from his belly and out through his arms and legs.

      Ty cried out.

      He spun as he turned around, looking back. He kept hoping that Eastley would return. The burning within him persisted. It never changed.

      His heart hammered. His mouth was dry. He heard nothing other than the pounding of his heart, the steadiness of his breathing, but nothing else. It was almost as if the smoke muted the sound of everything around him.

      Ty raced forward.

      Could it be that they were using the smoke against him?

      That would be a use of the dragon magic that he had never experienced before, but the way that it moved and swirled left him thinking that perhaps that was what they did. He couldn’t outrun smoke. He couldn’t outrun the Order.

      He had to get out into the open so that if Eastley had come back for him, they could see each other. Maybe Eastley would even have found his horse.

      He heard a shout. It was muffled, muted by the smoke, and as he lingered behind it, he tried to find the source of the shouting but could not.

      Ty paused for a moment. The jungle rose up on either side of the road that snaked through the dense jungle, working its way through the valley. He could climb, but hiding in the trees would be slow work, and it would make it difficult for him to navigate through here effectively.

      Where are my pursuers?

      He wanted to find some strategy of getting around them. The burning persisted, lingering in his belly, and as Ty continued to feel for that power, he focused on just what it was and where it came from, though he could not tell the full source of it.

      A wind began to kick up.

      When it did, he noticed the shouting behind him again, and he focused on it, feeling for the energy of the shout. The power was out there, and he could hear something, though he had no idea what the energy he detected might be.

      He had to stay away from that shout, though.

      Ty noticed the smoke continuing to clear, and he moved away from it but then changed his mind. He didn’t need to be heading away from the smoke. He needed to be heading into it. It was either heading into the smoke or heading into the jungle.

      There was movement across from him from a shadowy form. One of the Order raised a crossbow, angling it at him.

      Ty jumped, landing on a grassy plain, and rolled off to his side. He sprang to his feet and started running straight at the Order of the Flame. As he attempted to reload, Ty crashed into him.

      Heat burst within his belly, swirling around him. The smoke collapsed, crushing him. Ty kicked, driving his foot into the man’s belly.

      Something struck Ty in the side. A foot? A crossbow bolt?

      The man sucked in a sharp breath. And drew in the smoke.

      The man coughed, his eyes going wide.

      Ty scrambled away, trying to get free of him.

      As he backed away, he watched as the man from the Order dropped to the ground.

      Ty started to run, when another thought came to him.

      He needed a weapon against the Order.

      He raced forward, kicking the crossbow away from the man, grabbing the dragon-bone bolts he had, and then darted back, leaving the man lying and gasping on the ground.

      The heat that had bloomed within him started to ease off again, fading.

      The smoke hadn’t cleared.

      Wind picked up, but it wasn’t enough to clear the smoke that persisted all around him. His mouth was dry, his heart was hammering, and he had to find some way to get through here. He had used an opening in the smoke once before and had overpowered one of the Order, but how many more were here?

      Ty gripped the crossbow, swinging it around as he turned, looking for any other pursuers. He didn’t see anyone.

      The crossbow was warm, much like the dragon-bone bolts had been.

      He glanced down at it for a moment and realized that it was made out of dragon bone, just like the bolts.

      Who are these men? What kind of people have crossbows made out of dragon bone?

      The Order.

      Dangerous people.

      That was what Gayal had said.

      Ty believed it.

      He hurried forward.

      Increasingly, he started to worry about what Eastley might have encountered.

      Could he have been caught by the Order?

      The smoke made it difficult for him to see anything, and he climbed up the side of the valley, looking for an opening. Wind swirled slightly but still not enough to clear the smoke. He picked his way through the dense jungle. There was a burning within his belly, and every so often that burning flared, and then the smoke began to solidify.

      It had to be the Order.

      Ty continued to point with the crossbow, but he didn’t see any sign of any attacker.

      As he picked his way to the jungle, he did so carefully, watching for anything. It was dark, making it difficult for him to see any pursuit.

      Then he heard a shout.

      Ty progressed through the jungle, trying to move away from the shout.

      How many of the Order are still out there?

      The jungle was the chance for him to make his way through here, and he was forced down toward the valley floor, back the way that he came.

      He was on the road before he knew it.

      Smoke around him made it difficult for him to see anything.

      Ty lost track of which way he needed to go. He thought he knew, but having gone up into the jungle and back down to the road, he felt as if he had lost his path somewhat.

      He gripped the crossbow, staring into the darkness.

      The burning flared within him and Ty spun.

      The smoke cleared for just a moment, and standing behind him was another of the Order of the Flame.

      He grinned at him. “You can lower that crossbow. You won’t be able to—”

      Ty pulled the trigger, firing the crossbow bolt.

      The Priest of the Flame held his hand out and a burst of fire radiated from his fingertips, stretching toward the crossbow bolt flying at him.

      For a moment, Ty thought he would ignite it, but then remembered that it was a dragon-bone bolt. There would be nothing that he could do to burn up dragon bone. It would be immune to fire. But it wasn’t immune to some sort of flaming barricade that he created around himself.

      “Now what will you do?”

      Ty looked down at the crossbow. There were three other bolts strapped to it. How quickly could he reload?

      Ty didn’t know enough about the crossbow, nor did he know enough about how to reload it under duress.

      And when he looked up, he could tell the man from the Order knew it.

      The man grinned at him.

      Flames started to stretch away from him, radiating outward, and he dropped to the ground, rolling off to the side, trying to get out of his way. The flames stretched toward him, crawling across the ground toward him.

      Ty tried to grab for a crossbow bolt, wanting to jam it into place and load it, but he couldn’t move quickly enough. The pain in his belly surged again, throbbing within him, and Ty launched himself up, lunging at him.

      The suddenness of it surprised him.

      Ty jumped, bringing his knee up as he did. Somehow, the fear of being attacked by one of the Priests of the Flame and his dragon magic had given him strength, and he soared farther and faster than he ever had before. He connected his knee into the man’s jaw, slamming it off to the side, and his target went spinning. The heat in Ty’s belly flared again, and the Priest of the Flame sucked in a sharp breath but drew in the smoke…

      Just like the other Priest had done.

      He gagged and coughed.

      Ty scrambled to his feet, shoving a crossbow bolt into place and locking it there. He didn’t know if it was going to be enough to keep him from attacking him, but he didn’t seem to be getting up.

      He continued to gag, coughing, his eyes bulging.

      He rolled toward him, pointing a finger, and flames started to creep out from his finger, but Ty backed away. He wasn’t fast enough, or he wasn’t strong enough, but either way, Ty managed to avoid the trailing finger of flame that he sent streaking across the ground.

      Heat flared in his belly again, and Ty feared it meant there was another of the Priests of the Flame using their magic, but he didn’t see anyone. The smoke persisted all around him, holding to him tightly. He had to keep moving.

      He stumbled away from the Priest of the Flame, getting free of him. He staggered and stumbled over the road he’d run from in the first place.

      The smoke cleared in the distance, and he headed that way. He started slowly, then began jogging before sprinting. He clutched the crossbow, keeping it ready, but no one followed.
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      Ty lost track of how long he’d been running. It felt as if his entire body was tired and weak. He had been racing for hours, and in all that time he had not seen anyone else chasing him. He mixed up the running with walking and finally settled into a steady trot as he hurried along the road, never encountering any more of the Order of the Flame.

      The smoke had dissipated entirely, leaving him with clear air. There was no more burning in his belly, nothing that stretched out into his arms or legs, nothing that suggested that the Order of the Flame were nearby.

      He hadn’t found any sign of Eastley. Somehow, they had gotten fully separated. They would regroup in Zarinth. He was sure of it. Until then, he had to move on as best he could. It was growing dark, but Ty still didn’t dare rest. How could he when he had no idea what else was out here?

      The moon climbed higher in the sky, bright and nearly full, shining a light on the road in front of him. He was able to follow it and moved as quickly as he could. The sounds of the night swirled around him. There was a steady gusting wind that swept through, and he suspected it was tied to the wind that had moved away the smoke, but he didn’t know for sure. Every so often, a hoot of an owl called in the darkness, and an occasional wolf cried out. Thankfully, there was no sound of the velum, not like there would be if he were trapped within the jungle.

      Ishantil loomed ever closer, and as he headed toward it, it was almost as if he could feel some heat of the jungle coming toward him, some aspect of it that drew him toward the jungle, toward the city itself, and toward something that he needed to find.

      Perhaps it was only his imagination, though.

      Ty breathed out, his breath misting in the air.

      He was going to have to rest. He wouldn’t be able to keep going like this, and despite the fact that he was exhausted, he didn’t know if he would even be able to sleep. Without knowing who was out there, waiting for him in the darkness, Ty feared that he couldn’t sleep. How could he, when there was the constant threat that something else was chasing him still? Without the burning in his belly and the pain leaching out into him arms and legs, Ty wasn’t entirely sure that there was anything out there.

      Eastley had to be out there, as well. He didn’t want to sleep while his friend wandered in the darkness alone.

      But Eastley wouldn’t just be wandering the darkness. Ty knew better than that. He would have rested as well.

      He found a grove of trees far enough off the road that any travelers wouldn’t spring up on them. Ty sat down in the midst of the trees, sitting and looking toward the road, and closed his eyes. He didn’t sleep.

      He kept thinking about what his brother had said to him. Answers were within the Flame.

      Had Albion told him that even two months ago, Ty would have suspected that it was tied to his devotion to the Flame, but now he questioned whether that was it or not. Maybe he really meant that answers would be found within the Flame.

      Albion wanted his help.

      That stayed with him.

      His brother never asked for his help. Even when Ty could have given it. He had always been independent, always isolated, and always devoted to the Flame.

      Ty remembered when he had first become aware of that. He and his mother had been outside of the home, scouring the mountainside the way that she often did, looking for treasures, as she called it.

      She had crouched in front of a small cave, leaning forward, half disappearing into the darkness. Ty had always enjoyed going with her. He was young, no more than ten, and his mother had claimed that she was more than happy for his help.

      “What do you think you are going to find in there?” Ty had asked.

      She didn’t lean back. Her golden hair had disappeared into the cave, catching a hint of shadows and making it look darker than it normally did.

      “Treasures, Tydornen. They aren’t going to be found where you think. You have to look where others won’t.”

      “Why do you think treasures will be found out here?” Ty had looked around him, thinking it strange the way that he often had. “Why won’t they be found in some ancient settlement?”

      His mother had pulled back from the cave and rested her hands on her lap. On this day, she had been dressed in a deep green gown that seemed to flow along the surface of the jungle floor. She never struggled navigating through the jungle, and she never seemed to struggle seeing anything in the jungle. It was almost as if her natural radiance illuminated everything.

      “Why must they be found within the settlement?”

      “I just figured that the ancients who made the relics you like would have left them there.”

      “Oh, Tydornen, these are different prizes.”

      She hadn’t elaborated but hadn’t found anything, either.

      By the time they had returned to their home, he was tired but happy after spending the day searching for caves with his mother, never finding the relics she searched for. Not that she never found them, though. She had a knack for uncovering hidden relics. Usually they were small, nothing like the relics that were found within the temple but still impressive nonetheless.

      They had returned home to find Albion and his father studying the Tome of the Flame. Ty had never seen his brother studying the way that he was, nor had he seen the light in his eyes the way that he had when he had returned, the same light that Ty always had when searching for dragon relics.

      At some point, Ty had drifted, and when he came awake sunlight filtered through the branches of the trees.

      He sat up suddenly, looking around him. His heart hammered. He tried to work through where he was and what had happened, and it took a moment for him to settle down and remember.

      On the road outside Ishantil.

      On foot.

      He got to his feet, stretching.

      The sun was high in the sky, which suggested that he had slept far longer than he had intended. He had needed the rest, but he hadn’t expected to sleep quite so long. That was dangerous to do while out in the open.

      He swept his gaze along the horizon. There was no sign of the smoke that he had seen before, no sign of the burning within his belly, nothing that made him think that he was in any sort of danger.

      Eastley.

      Either he needed to go and search for Eastley, or he needed to head toward Zarinth.

      He didn’t like the idea of abandoning Eastley, but he didn’t think that he could find him easily. The jungle was too dense on either side of the road, making it hard to find anything.

      Ty had to trust that Eastley could make his way back.

      Getting on the road would only repeat the cycle he had gone through before. While the Order of the Flame were out there, racing toward him, he would be safer in the trees.

      Ty didn’t move.

      He watched.

      The haze didn’t increase at all. Whatever had caused it did not return, but he did see a pair of riders racing along the road at a quick gallop.

      Ty stayed near the trunk of the tree, pressing his back upon it, and watched through the grove. He didn’t move. Movement was dangerous in his line of work. Especially in daylight. Any sort of abrupt movement would only draw the eye.

      As the riders approached, he frowned.

      Bingham and Eastley?

      He looked back toward the city but didn’t see anybody following them. There was no sign of the haze of the smoke, nothing there, but he still hesitated. It had been there.

      Still, it was Bingham and Eastley.

      Ty hurried forward until he reached the road, waiting for the two of them. As they approached, they slowed.

      Bingham looked down at him, a frown on his face. “There you are. Eastley told me that you had been attacked, but he thought it was further back on the road.”

      “I wandered for a while,” Eastley said. He looked exhausted. Had he not slept? “I kept thinking that I would find you, but… wait. Where is your horse?”

      “After we got attacked, I ended up losing the horse. I don’t know what happened to it, but at least the attackers are gone.”

      “Where did they go?” Bingham asked.

      Ty thought about the violence of the attack and how it had ended. It was almost as if the smoke itself had targeted them, something that seemed impossible to believe, but what other answer did he have?

      “I don’t know.” He looked over to Eastley. “I assume he told you about finding my brother?”

      “He told me what happened. He said that you have to find something in the Flame?”

      “I’m not sure if it’s about finding something within the Flame, or…” He glanced over to the trees, remembering that he’d forgotten the crossbow. “Wait a minute.” He jogged over and retrieved the crossbow before rejoining them on the road.

      “Is that—”

      “I took it from one of the Order.”

      Bingham reached for it, and Ty handed it to reluctantly. “Look at the detail on this. It’s quite impressive.”

      “Impressive?” Ty asked.

      “If it can take down Roson, that’s all that matters,” Eastley said. He rubbed his eyes, and they looked reddened. Ty was thankful to see him upright and alive.

      “I was thinking we might sell it,” Bingham said. “The value is in the crossbow.”

      “And the bolts,” Ty said. “They are dragon bone.”

      He didn’t like the idea of selling it, though. He felt as if he should be attached to it, though he knew better than that.

      Ty ran his finger along one of the dragon-bone bolts, tracing it and feeling the strange heat that radiated from it. He had grown accustomed to it, but had started to think more about what Gayal had told him.

      “What do you feel when you hold a dragon-bone remnant?”

      Bingham looked up at him, frowning. His gaze had lingered on the crossbow, and he realized he hadn’t touched one of the bolts. Just the crossbow itself. While it was made of a smooth wood, engraved with symbols and markers, there wasn’t much else to it that he could determine. There had to be some secret to its origin, and maybe that secret was tied to the symbols along the curved portion of the bow, but the more significant pieces seemed to be the actual bolts themselves.

      “When I hold a remnant? I guess I don’t feel anything,” Bingham said. He glanced over to Ty, frowning. “Why?”

      Eastley leaned forward. He looked as if he might tip out of the saddle and fall onto the ground. “What are you going on about?”

      “I’m just trying to see what you might feel.”

      He didn’t know if he really had any connection to the dragons, but he had felt that burning in his belly. Maybe he should focus on that as much as he focused on what Albion was trying to find.

      Bingham handed him the crossbow. “I don’t feel anything, Ty.”

      “What about you?” Ty asked, looking up to Eastley.

      “I don’t know. They can be warm. Hot from time to time, but I don’t go around carrying them on me. It is dangerous with the Dragon Touched, especially if they can detect what you’re carrying.”

      Eastley wasn’t wrong.

      The only reason that it was anything for Ty was because he had the dragon-bone dagger.

      “Can one of you help me?”

      “I think my horse is enough to carry us,” Eastley said.

      Ty started to smile but saw Eastley leaning precariously off the side of his horse. They needed to get back for him as much as they did for Ty.

      And then he had to figure out how to find the answers within the Flame the way that Albion suggested.

      How, though?

      A steady burning began to build in his stomach.

      Ty looked behind him, but he didn’t see anything.

      But he knew what it might mean.

      If there was a Dragon Touched out there, he needed to be careful.

      He had the stolen crossbow but had no other way of fighting back.

      Bingham reached out an arm. Ty grabbed it and joined him.

      “It’s nice to see you sober again,” Ty said.

      “I’m sorry about that,” Bingham muttered. “I haven’t seen Esme in a while. Too long, really. And I think I let it get to me.”

      Ty smiled, but he didn’t say anything more.

      They rode steadily. It took them the better part of the day then camped off the side of the road where Eastley crashed and immediately slept, leaving Ty and Bingham to sit and talk quietly. He tried getting answers about what Bingham had been doing before he had come to Zarinth, or even in the time that he had been in Zarinth, but Bingham seemed unwilling to share. Ty didn’t want to push, either. More than that, he was exhausted, so he drifted, letting sleep claim him. When he awoke, they made steady time.

      They reached Zarinth late in the day. The soft burning in his belly hadn’t eased, though he hadn’t seen anybody following them.

      “That horse is going to cost me,” Bingham muttered.

      “I can pay for it,” Ty said.

      “I’m sure I can figure something out,” Bingham said. “After we move that relic.”

      Ty looked off into the distance, toward the jungle.

      “Ty?”

      “I just realized that when I went back to my old home, the sculpture wasn’t there.” He looked back to Bingham. “I should’ve thought about it before, but I was so focused on Roson James and the Dragon Touched that I hadn’t even paid any attention to it.” Then again, he was concerned about the dragon pearls as well. Or were they eggs? Ty didn’t know, but what he had seen within the Hatchery were certainly similar.

      “Then Roson must have gotten to it. He is one of the Dragon Touched. He probably realized that you had it.”

      It was unfortunate, but the only reason that he had the sculpture was because he had wanted to try to find a way to get to his brother. If he could uncover the real reason Albion had been in the city, he might be able to make a trade. That was his plan, at least.

      “The damn ghost king,” Eastley muttered. He was standing in place, fidgeting. “Doesn’t have enough?”

      “If he doesn’t buy the sculptures, then you don’t have anything to take.”

      “There are other things to take,” Eastley said. “And besides, I don’t really like them much.” When Ty looked at him, Eastley shrugged. “What? Don’t look at me like that. I’ve always found them a little strange. I know you and Bingham love the things, but they aren’t for me.”

      Ty shook his head, pulling out the note that Albion had left him, folding it and smoothing it out on his lap. “We need to get to the bottom of this now. If the answers are within the Flame, how am I going to figure this out?”

      “I thought you were going to break into the temple again?” Eastley said.

      “I’m not sure that’s exactly what he had meant,” Ty said, but he shrugged. “Maybe he had. He was a priest.” Or perhaps he still was. Ty didn’t know whether Albion had used it as an act and a way to sneak around as the Dragon Thief, or whether he truly had been faithful the entire time. If so, then there was more taking place.

      “Maybe your brother just meant it was something you could pray on,” Bingham said.

      “I didn’t get that feeling.” He held the note out and looked up toward the temple. There was a bright burning light radiating from the top of the temple. A celebration of the Flame. “He was specific about it. He said that answers would be found in the Flame.” He looked over at Bingham before turning his attention back to the note.

      He held it out, using the light glowing off the distant tower to provide some illumination, and could make out the letters on it. Peering through the note this way, something started to shift and shimmer, making it so that some aspect of it changed.

      That was odd.

      “Do you see anything here?”

      Eastley leaned close, but shook his head.

      Bingham glanced over at him. “What should I see?”

      “Look at the glowing here.”

      Bingham frowned, leaning close to him, studying the note. “All I see are the strange symbols on the note. It doesn’t look any different than it did before.”

      Ty wasn’t convinced. It did look different, though he couldn’t quite tell why that would be. He thought about what him brother had said, and remembered him telling him he needed to use the Flame.

      He started to laugh.

      “What now?”

      “I’m just starting to think that maybe Albion was being literal with what he told me.”

      “Literal? He wants you to burn the note?”

      “Maybe, but maybe he just wants me to bring the note close to the Flame.”

      “Like I said,” Eastley said. “We’ve got to break into the temple.”

      “I’m not sure that’s it,” Bingham said softly. “I knew Albion a little bit. Not as well as I got to know you when you were younger, but he doesn’t seem a literal type.”

      “He’s a priest,” Eastley said.

      He was a priest, but he was also the Dragon Thief.

      Ty looked over to Bingham. He didn’t remember Bingham having any interaction with Albion, who had never gone with their mother to the city. He had always stayed with her father, more like him than like their mother, whereas Ty had always been much more like his mother. Albion had never had the same affinity for dragon relics that Ty had.

      “Maybe you are right,” he said, looking over to Eastley. “Maybe what I need to do is get back into the temple, see what is there, and try to figure out what my brother wanted me to find within the Flame.”

      Answers, at least from what he had said. Ty still doubted there were answers to be found there, but perhaps it was time for him to go digging.

      “Then I will meet you back at… by the Flame. I guess I don’t know where to meet.”

      “Why don’t we just meet outside of the temple? It won’t look strange if we gather in the plaza.”

      “Good,” Ty said, “because I’d like to get this over with. I’m tired of getting chased.”
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      They started through the streets, with Ty holding onto the note that Albion had given him. He traced his finger along it, as he had taken to doing, and couldn’t help but feel as if there was something more to it than just the answers within the Flame. Hopefully they would find those answers soon.

      “What now?” Eastley asked.

      “Now we see if we can’t make a plan. I’m not going into the temple without Bingham, but my brother had something here.”

      Ty still had the note. He held onto it as they made their way through the streets, fighting their way through the growing crowd. There were more people than there had been before, leaving Ty to wonder just how many had returned to the city while they had been away. There were soldiers, as well. More than he preferred seeing. He didn’t detect any Dragon Touched, but that was only a matter of time.

      He held out the note as they made their way through the street, looking up at the Flame atop the temple, all while studying the symbols. There had to be an answer there.

      “Are you sure you want to do that?” Eastley asked, nodding to a pair of soldiers that were scanning the crowd. “What if there are some Dragon Touched around?”

      Ty sighed. “It seems like something is different from the last time I looked at it. Maybe Albion had hidden something within the Flame.”

      They hadn’t gone very far when he recognized the street. He started to slow, and Eastley looked over to him.

      “Aren’t we supposed to get to the temple and meet Bingham?”

      “He has a few things he’s going to do first, so we don’t necessarily need to rush,” Ty said.

      “What is it?” Eastley followed the direction of his gaze, and Ty shook his head.

      “It’s just that this is a place where I used to work.”

      Eastley looked up at the sign. “A healer?” He started to smile. “I never would have pegged you for a healer. Maybe that’s why you went after that boy.”

      “I went after that boy because I worried that we might be responsible for whoever started the fire.” And he had been right. How would he have felt had he left the boy behind once he’d learned that the section of the city had been targeted because of him? “But I had spent some time with this healer.”

      “Does she know what you went off to do?”

      “She does. She didn’t approve.”

      “Shocking,” Eastley said, and he clapped Ty on the shoulder. “You have this healer that you are working with who disapproved of you becoming a thief? By the Flame, Ty. Can you imagine such a thing?”

      Ty started to smile when the door came open.

      He began to move into the shadows, but he wasn’t fast enough. Eastley was.

      Maeve stood framed in the doorway. Light streamed from inside, and she looked out into the street. “I heard the voices in the street,” she said, her voice sounding crackled and drive. “And I recognize your name, Tydornen. Did you get hurt again?”

      He stepped forward. He clutched the note that Albion had left him tightly in his fist, afraid to lose it. “No. I didn’t get hurt again. At least, not yet.”

      She flicked her gaze past him. “You and your friend can come inside.”

      “We don’t have much time,” Ty said.

      She arched a brow. “I’m sure Bingham can tolerate you waiting a little while.”

      Ty glanced back at Eastley, who stepped forward. They shuffled into Maeve’s home, and she poured them both a cup of tea, waving for them to sit.

      “I heard about what happened to Bingham’s shop. I don’t suppose you can tell me anything about it?”

      “It was the same man who shot me,” Ty said. “They are part of some false Order within the priesthood. I don’t know much more than that, but they were trying to smoke me out.”

      “A good thing they didn’t catch you in the fire. But then, I suppose it probably didn’t matter.”

      “Why wouldn’t it have mattered?”

      Maeve shrugged. “You’ve always had an easy enough time around heat, Ty. Your mother saw to that.”

      Ty found Eastley watching him, and he leaned forward. He had known that Maeve had likely known his mother, though she had never really explained how and why. “What do you mean by that?”

      “Only that she brought you to the Flame. Ishantil.” She took a seat across from them. “She was an interesting woman. Always chasing for something more.” She shook her head. “Don’t look at me like that, Tydornen. I didn’t know her well. Certainly not as well as Bingham did. They were thick as thieves. Well, maybe not quite that thick. Your mother was not a thief. More of a scavenger. Always searching for relics. She didn’t care anything for remnants.”

      Ty smiled to himself. He had been on many of those searches with his mother, and he remembered items they had found together. He didn’t know what she was looking for, only that she had never found it. Somehow, his mother believed some answer would be found within the relics.

      “I didn’t realize that you knew that about her.”

      “There are many things about your mother that I know.”

      “But not where they went.”

      “No,” Maeve said, shaking her head and taking a long sip of her tea. “It bothers Bingham, you know. He thought that she should have shared with him where she was going.”

      “Why would she have shared with him?”

      Maeve regarded him with a hint of a smile. “That is not for me to tell. But just know that he felt a protectiveness towards her. Without knowing where she went, and without having her eye for relics, he felt…” She took another drink of tea. “Now isn’t the time to talk about it, is it?” She glanced toward the door. “You must have uncovered what your brother was looking for. I remember you said that he had something else that he had found, and that when you were here before, this priesthood was chasing you for it. I take it you found it?”

      “Not yet, but I think I have a way of finding it.”

      “Is that where you were going?”

      “That is.”

      “And this Order?”

      “They are dangerous, Maeve. You need to be careful they don’t find you because of me.”

      She waved a hand. “You don’t need to worry about me. I can handle myself just fine.”

      Eastley leaned toward Ty. “We shouldn’t be here so long.”

      Maeve looked at him. “If the two of you need to get going, don’t let me be the holdup. But be careful. Both of you.” Ty set his mug of tea down, having barely touched it. When he stood, Eastley joined him.

      “You can always return here, Tydornen,” she said.

      “Thank you, Maeve.”

      They headed out of the home, leaving Ty wondering if Maeve had been watching for him, or if it had only been chance.

      “What was that about?” Eastley said once they got back in the street.

      “I don’t know. Maeve has always been peculiar.”

      “No. The part about your mother and Bingham. I didn’t realize the two of you had that kind of a connection.”

      “I’m not so sure that we do. It’s more that they knew each other.”

      “That must be why he treats you the way that he does.”

      “And what way is that?”

      “Easier than he treats the rest of us, that’s for sure.”

      Ty snorted. “Treats me? He favors Olivia, not me. He lets her get by without having to pull the same jobs he asks of the rest of us.”

      They neared the temple, taking up position in the back of the courtyard looking over the temple and the crowd lining up for service. More and more people had gathered, just like more and more people had started coming to the city since they had evacuated following Ishantil eventually calming.

      “Do you think Roson is here?” Eastley asked.

      “I don’t know. We’ve got to find it before he does.”

      “We need to find it so that we can finish this with him.” As before, there was a hint of anger within Eastley’s voice. Ty understood, even if he worried about it.

      “Promise me that you won’t do anything too rash if we see him,” Ty said, looking over to Eastley.

      “I’m not going to do anything that will throw this off. If that’s what you’re concerned about.”

      Ty shrugged. “A little bit, if I’m being honest.”

      “Well, I’m not going to do anything. So you can settle yourself. I’m going to make sure we do what we need to do to get your brother. And then I will get my revenge.”

      Ty nodded slowly.

      After a while, a figure started coming toward them, and Ty shifted so that Bingham would notice them.

      “Sorry about my delay. I ran into Olivia. Had to tell her what we had been through.”

      “You didn’t tell her what we are after, did you?” Ty asked. He still wasn’t sure about her.

      “I didn’t tell her, but I didn’t need to. She knew that we were on the job. But I promised to meet her later. You need to get past whatever issue you have with her, Ty. It’s about time that you find a way to trust her.”

      “It’s not that I can’t trust her. It’s just that I’m not sure about her real motivation.”

      “And what about his?” Bingham asked, nodding to Eastley. “What is his real motivation?”

      “Revenge right now,” Eastley muttered.

      Bingham regarded him. “You have to be careful that you don’t go chasing revenge so hard that you overlook the job. Otherwise you might be the one to get caught in the snare.”

      Ty started to smile, and Eastley glowered at Bingham.

      “Did you tell him?” Eastley asked.

      “I didn’t, which makes it even funnier.”

      Bingham watched them.

      “Let’s do this,” Bingham said. “I don’t want to take any longer than necessary.”

      They got into line just as the temple doors started to open. Two young priests stood on either side of the door, almost as if they were standing guard.

      Ty looked over at Bingham. “That’s new. What do you think they’re doing?”

      “It looks like they’re testing everyone who goes inside.”

      As Ty watched, he realized that Bingham was right. The priest touched the chest of every person who entered the temple. That was strange. It certainly wasn’t any greeting that he had ever seen within the temple.

      “If they try to stop us before we can see what Albion might have hidden…”

      “And we come back another time,” Bingham said.

      Ty nodded, looking around him and realized there were other Priests of the Flame situated around the courtyard. Did they know that he was coming?

      He still didn’t know what to make of the Order. Were they with the priesthood, or were they something separate?

      The burning in his stomach began again. He’d forgotten about it as they walked through the city, but it had remained a knot of flame, a burning sensation that told him that the dragon magic was present nearby. He had no idea why he was so aware of it, or what it meant for him, only that as the sense persisted, he felt it deep within himself and knew that it meant something. Not something good, either.

      “What is it?” Bingham asked, looking over at him.

      “It’s nothing,” he said.

      Bingham frowned, but he didn’t press.

      They moved closer to the front of the line, and the closer they got the more Ty began to wonder if perhaps this was a mistake.

      All of them didn’t need to be a part of this, especially if there was some danger here. Eastley, especially, might be better off waiting for them outside.

      “Why don’t you wait for us,” he said.

      Eastley shook his head. “I’m not separating from you on this, Ty.”

      “I just don’t want—”

      Ty didn’t get a chance to finish telling him that he didn’t want anything to happen to Eastley again. He had already suffered enough.

      They were at the front of the line and the Priests nodded to him. They reached for Eastley first, tapping on his chest, then waved him in. Ty waited for them to do the same to him, and when they touched him chest, there came a sudden surge of heat from deep within his belly, spreading out to him arms and legs, but then it faded.

      The priest waved him in.

      Bingham went next, and by the time Ty got inside of the temple, he looked back to see him being waved off. Only he and Eastley had made it inside.

      “What was that?” Eastley said. “I felt a flare of heat. It was when they tested us. Did you feel it?”

      “I think I was a little too nervous to feel much of anything,” Ty said, looking around the inside of the temple. The benches had already started to fill, and he headed to the far side of the room, periodically glancing at the dragon sculptures before turning him attention back to the altar. That was the reason he’d come here. He needed to see the Flame and to discover whether there was anything in it that might provide an answer. By the time he took a seat, the priests were already starting to make their procession toward the front of the temple.

      Ty glanced at Eastley. He shifted in place, looking all around them. “Do what you need to do.”

      “That’s just it,” Ty said. “I’m not exactly sure what I need to do.”

      “Do you mean you’re going to make me sit through the service?”

      “You didn’t have to come.”

      He started to laugh, but when somebody near him shot him a hard expression, Eastley cut off. “No. That’s fine. I’m more than happy to celebrate with you.”

      The priest started his incantation.

      Everybody stood, and Ty used that moment as his opportunity to hold the note up. When he did, he held it to the Flame at the center of the altar and stared through it. It was similar to what he’d done when he was outside, and again he noticed the way the shapes on the note started to shimmer.

      It was strange to see, and it left Ty wondering if perhaps his brother actually had some control over the power of the Flame, using it to lock some hidden message.

      He tried to understand what was written on the page but could not.

      Still, something shifted.

      Eastley leaned close to him. “Is that changing?”

      Ty nodded. “Answers are within the Flame,” Ty muttered.

      The chanting was nearly over. When it was, Ty would have to sit. He wouldn’t be able to have the same advantage with the Flame. He stared through the note.

      Then the shifting stopped.

      “It’s a map,” he whispered.

      Eastley looked closer at him again, but he elbowed him again.

      As he stared at it, he noticed that the map jumped out at him. It wasn’t what he was expecting. It wasn’t like the symbols on the page shifted around; it was more that they swirled around him in the air, as if they had separated from the page. He looked around himself, realization settling in as to the meaning of the map, along with the reason that his brother had wanted him to come to the Flame.

      It was a map of the temple.

      Not just any part of the temple, but this part.

      He started to take a seat, but when he did, his gaze drifted along the map, settling on the center of it, realizing that was what was marked there.

      It was something within the temple.

      What his brother had been after was here.
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      Ty folded the note and slipped it back into his pocket before taking a seat along with the rest of the celebrants of the Flame. The priest continued his chanting, speaking his invocation to the Flame, searching for guidance—the usual gibberish they begged for when he came to services like this, which wasn’t often. Ty shifted, looking toward the center of the temple. Whatever he was looking for was there. He had to find it.

      It was strange, though. On the map were the dragon sculptures that were situated around the room, along with the Flame. And that was what was marked in the center of the map.

      Ty continued staring around the inside of the temple during the service, fidgeting. Every so often, Eastley would lean over, trying to say something to him, but he shook his head, trying to ignore him. He didn’t have any answers, and until he had a better idea about what was going on here he had no idea if there was any reason to stay.

      Finally, the priests began their progression toward the back of the temple, and Ty got to his feet along with the rest of the congregation. People started filing out, but Ty stayed in place.

      Eastley glanced back at him. “What are you doing?”

      “Go on. I’ll be there in a minute.”

      “I told you that I’m not going to let you do this on your own.”

      “I’m not going without you. I just need a chance to look at this. Go.”

      Eastley separated from him, and Ty waited a moment until most of the temple had emptied. He used that opportunity to focus on what he had seen on the map, hesitant to pull it out and draw attention to his presence. Still, he needed to see something.

      A shape on the ground caught his attention.

      As he approached, he noticed one of the stones was a little different than the others. It was irregular, and strangely it was shaped like the note, but also like the shape he’d seen when he held the note up to the Flame.

      Ty looked around the inside of the temple but didn’t see anyone. He crouched down, pulling out his dragon-bone dagger, and began to pry at the ground. It didn’t look like much of anything other than a misplaced stone, but it had to be what he was after. This had to be what his brother was seeking.

      Why wouldn’t he have had the opportunity to find it?

      Or had he? His brother wouldn’t have necessarily had a map like that… which meant he had made the map.

      If that were the case, then why wouldn’t Albion have simply said that?

      Because he couldn’t. People had been listening.

      Answers would be found within the Flame.

      And now Ty had to find the answers.

      The Dragon Thief had to find the answers.

      The dragon-bone dagger slid into the space between the stone. He dug, jerking his hand around. It left him wondering if his brother had hidden something here or if he had simply found it. Either way, he questioned why Albion hadn’t claimed it if that was what he was after.

      Unless he had claimed it, Ishantil had started to erupt, and Albion had hidden that here so that somebody else wouldn’t take it.

      He needed to do this, and then go back to his brother and get answers.

      A noise near the door caught his attention, and Ty began to pry at the stone a little bit faster and harder, trying to dig into it. He had to get it free.

      He wiggled the dagger, and finally it started to move.

      A voice came from the nearby hallway.

      It was one of the priests.

      Ty lay flat on the ground, hoping that the bench would conceal him. He continued wiggling the dagger, trying to get the marker out of there, and as he wiggled, he could feel something shifting.

      Heat flared in his belly.

      That wasn’t good.

      He heard a shout and a voice near him.

      Eastley? What is that fool doing now?

      He continued wiggling his dagger. The sound of the priest’s footsteps on the tile was loud but went past him. Ty pried, pulling the stone free, and once it was out he held it up.

      It was irregularly shaped and seemed to be made of obsidian, like so much within the city. The surface of it was smooth, at least on one side, but on the other…

      When he flipped it over, his breath caught.

      It wasn’t obsidian—at least, not completely. It reminded him of a relic, but wasn’t as smooth nor did it have the same warmth to it.

      He had to take this with him. This was what Albion wanted.

      And this was how he was going to get his brother to safety.

      Did it mean that he would be able to use this to trade for Albion?

      Gayal. That was who he would go to.

      He would have to be careful with the bargain, but then…

      Before making the bargain, though, he thought that perhaps he would need to find Albion and make sure that he agreed.

      He crawled underneath the benches, dragging himself toward the doorway. Voices outside the temple caught his attention, and he tried to move as quickly as he could. Still, heat flared in his belly.

      Ty neared the back row of benches and looked around.

      All it would take would be to bolt out of the temple. There might be priests out there, but he thought he could hide, lower his head, cover himself with his scarf and cloak, and they wouldn’t have any idea who he was. He could get out into the courtyard, disappearing into the city before anyone had an opportunity to even pay any attention to him.

      The other option was going out the side door, but that involved going down the hallway that he wasn’t sure he could reach from here. Besides, if the priests were there, he would have to go through one or more of them. He didn’t want to do that at all.

      No. It was safer to go out the main door of the temple and hope he could hide. He had readied to run when the doors to the temple suddenly slammed closed.

      A different kind of heat flared in his belly, hot and painful, and he cried out. A figure stood in a doorway to a hallway that he hadn’t seen before.

      Roson James.

      He had known that Ty was here.

      Ty looked to make sure that Eastley wasn’t around as well.

      But if he was, it would be to their advantage. Eastley could help incapacitate the Dragon Touched.

      Ty reached for the crossbow, pointing it at Roson James as he came to him.

      “You returned. I knew that you had left and heard whispers that you visited your brother.”

      Albion had been right to be careful.

      “What answers did you find within the Flame?” Roson James asked.

      Ty stiffened. He knew what his brother had said.

      Roson’s gaze drifted to the crossbow. “I imagine you have a bolt loaded?”

      Ty held up the crossbow. “I do.”

      “Then I will have to act quickly.”

      He raised his hands, and heat flared again in Ty’s belly.

      Ty pointed, the pain burning in his stomach making it difficult for him to focus. As much as he wanted to ignore the pain, it flared within him.

      Roson James tipped his head to the side, watching him. He waited for bands of power to loop around him the way that it had the last time he had been attacked by the Dragon Touched, but nothing came.

      Still, it was almost as if Roson knew what he experienced.

      “You feel it. You feel the power of the Flame.”

      Ty’s jaw was clenched. “I didn’t think any Dragon Touched cared for the Flame.”

      “Oh, not the one the priests celebrate. If they knew how to reach true power, they wouldn’t waste their time on this.”

      He took a step toward him and pointed the crossbow. He needed him to be close enough that he could fire it and not miss, but if he didn’t stay away from him, he wasn’t sure that he would have any opportunity that would lead to him getting out of here.

      Roson watched him, almost as if he could see the debate waging in his eyes. “Yes. You want to pull the trigger, but you also want to make sure you do so when I am close enough that you won’t miss.”

      There was a darkness within him, something that seemed to stretch beneath the surface, a thing that he could actually feel. And Ty realized that the flaring heat in his belly came from him.

      Could he detect the power that Roson James drew? It seemed impossible—at least improbable—that he would be aware of Roson James in that way, but what other answer was there? He was one of the Dragon Touched and powerful. Ruthless. Violent.

      The pain flared again and Ty gritted his teeth as he tried to ignore it.

      Roson watched him with a smile.

      “It’s unfortunate you have come to know this connection so late in your life. Had you learned when you were young, you might have been able to control it, and perhaps could even have been powerful.” He smiled tightly. “I see it within you. There is potential, but unfortunately…” His gaze drifted to the stone he held. “Hand the dauvern to me.”

      Ty held up the stone. “This?”

      He nodded. “Yes. That. Hand it over and we can get the rest of this over with quite quickly.”

      “What is it? You and the other Order of the Flame are after it, so obviously it’s important.” Ty frowned. “But does the king know you’re after it?”

      He glared at him. “It has been kept from me for long enough. I have collected others, but this…”

      “Others?”

      “Do you think this is the only one?”

      “What is it?” Ty asked.

      Roson had shifted his power, trying to call upon more of his dragon magic, so Ty thought he still had time. The moment that he started to summon that power through him, building the flames around him, was the moment he could create a barricade that would prevent him from using the crossbow. He could run at him, doing the same thing he had with the Order of the Flame, but Ty didn’t know if he could harm Roson James.

      He would have to drop the crossbow, grab for his dagger, and use that. “I don’t know anything about it. If you want it, then you’re going to need to tell me what this is.”

      “I suspect this is the reason the Dragon Thief came to the city in the first place. It has taken me a while to find the truth about it.” He tilted his head, smiling darkly at Ty. “It is called the dauvern. Ancient, much like many of the dragon relics.”

      It wasn’t a dragon relic, though. Ty knew relics.

      “Fitting that it would be hidden here where the priests could conceal it. Perhaps it has always been here, or perhaps the Dragon Thief left it here.” He smiled tightly. “Either way, it does not matter.”

      “Why do you want it?”

      “Because it calls to the power of dragons.”

      The burning flared within him, and he almost dropped the dauvern.

      Ty clenched his jaw, holding tightly to the stone, and shook his head as he looked at Roson. “It’s more than just that.”

      “I’m surprised you haven’t worked it out,” he said. “Seeing as how you were so clever when I was here before.”

      Could that be why his brother had wanted it?

      It didn’t seem to Ty that his brother would even care about calling the power of the dragons the way that the Dragon Touched did.

      Unless Roson meant something different than calling the power of the dragons.

      What if he meant calling to an actual dragon?

      Perhaps not even like the dragons that Ty had seen in the Hatchery. Maybe that was why Gayal had shown him the Hatchery.

      There was the flaming face that he had seen in the lava after he had dropped the egg.

      Could it all be connected?

      He shivered, trying to focus.

      But he couldn’t.

      The pain surged in his belly, burning within him. It was too much for him to withstand, too hard for him to tolerate. He struggled against it, trying to maintain some semblance of focus, but it didn’t work.

      Heat exploded around him. Roson waved his hands around in a circle and a burst of energy flowed toward Ty. He reacted, backing up, but not quickly enough.

      The heat slammed into him. It sent a surge of energy washing through him, mixing with that strange pain that flared up from him belly, washing all throughout him, and then down through him.

      With an explosion, energy seemed to shoot out from everywhere within him.

      Ty expected to be thrown back—but was not.

      Instead, as the heat started to clear, a smoky haze drifted around the inside of the temple. Through it, Ty saw the benches had all been strewn about. He looked over to see Roson James lying in a heap on the ground.

      Had he fired the crossbow?

      He held it up, but the bolt was still loaded in it.

      Get moving.

      If he was down, his magic somehow backfiring on him, then he wasn’t about to stay here and wait for him. Ty hurried forward. He reached the door leading out of the temple. A crowd had gathered and Ty looked around, searching for Bingham or Eastley, but saw neither of them.

      Eastley would love to know that Roson was here, and Ty could imagine what the large man would do to him if he learned that he was down, but Ty could think only of escaping with the dauvern. Get it away from here. Away from Roson.

      And then what?

      An item like this was powerful. Did he dare take it to Gayal?

      But if he could trade it for Albion, shouldn’t he do so?

      Ty wasn’t sure.

      He staggered forward and heard a shout near him. One of the priests called to him, but Ty ignored it. He stumbled further, reaching the courtyard.

      Why am I so tired and weak?

      There came a shout from behind him. He looked back to see Roson James standing framed in the doorway to the temple. Power radiated from him, circling around him in a band of flame that seemed to grow larger each moment that he watched.

      Ty started running.

      He shouted and an explosion of fire streaked toward him.

      He ducked, doing the only thing that he thought he could, and spun, pointing the crossbow at Roson, but a barrier of fire surrounded him. If he fired, it wouldn’t reach him, even if he were quick enough with it.

      Roson sent tendrils of flame streaking along the ground. It caught one of the priests, who started burning, screaming and shrieking, the sound a horrible and terrible sound that filled Ty’s ears. Roson strode forward. When another surge of heat started to flare, he knew he didn’t have much time.

      Whatever he was going to do was going to happen soon.

      Somebody grabbed him.

      “This way,” Bingham said.

      He pulled him toward a crowd and ducked down, motioning for him to do the same. Ty lowered his head, following Bingham. Even as he went, he could feel the energy building, that heat rising within his belly again.

      “He’s back there.”

      “I saw,” Bingham said. “And it took everything that I could think of to keep Eastley from going after him. The fool thinks that he can attack one of the Dragon Touched. If he gets to you—”

      “He can’t get it.”

      That much Ty knew.

      Albion had been willing to suffer for it. He had been willing to stay within the cell rather than give up the information about the dauvern to Roson.

      But why?

      Because it could control the power of the dragons.

      If Roson got something like that, he would be even more powerful.

      He clutched Albion’s note, holding it up against himself, keeping it tight in his fist, worried that if he were to lose it he might miss something. Even though he’d already found the stone, he had to believe there was something more that he might uncover within the note. His brother had left it for him, and now that Albion was in prison, Ty didn’t want to leave it behind, having no desire to lose the one last connection he had with him.

      Ty followed Bingham as they hurried through the streets.

      Roson chased them, flame stretching from his hands, swirling along the road.

      The crowd still pressed around them, and Bingham guided him through it, keeping his head down as they navigated along the street.

      The heat in Ty’s belly persisted, and he looked over his shoulder. Roson James was out there.

      But what if there are others?

      The Order of the Flame. They were another threat.

      And likely after the dauvern as well.

      How many know of it?

      He kept his hand in his pocket, wrapped around the device. His heart hammered. His mouth was dry. Everything within him trembled.

      Bingham looked over to him. “Keep moving.”

      Somebody shouted behind them. Ty glanced back to see one of the Order of the Flame raising a crossbow toward him.

      Bingham shoved Ty.

      “Find someplace safe. Hide.”

      The priest was behind them, and Bingham shoved Ty again.

      He didn’t see what Bingham did, but he heard a shout.

      Ty couldn’t leave Bingham to deal with the attack again.

      Not alone.

      And where was Eastley?

      Another shout. Burning grew in Ty’s stomach.

      He couldn’t wait. If he did, it was likely that either a Dragon Touched—and Roson James—or one of the Order of the Flame would catch him and take the dauvern.

      He kept slipping through the crowd, trying to move as quickly as he could. Where was safe?

      The only thing that came to mind was to head into the jungle.

      Was that safe?

      Pain clenched his belly again.

      He didn’t have any choice but to run.
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      Reaching the edge of the city and heading for the jungle was the only thought in Ty’s mind. He thought if he could get to the trees, he could disappear. He’d hidden from Roson James in the trees once before. He could navigate through the jungle better than he could. He was certain of it.

      The problem was staying ahead of him.

      Where is Bingham?

      As he raced through the city, he kept looking back, hoping that he would see Bingham or Eastley, but there was no sign of either of them.

      The crowd thinned the further that he ran. He should’ve been thankful that it was easier to navigate the streets, but all he could think of was that he was increasingly likely to encounter somebody who would slow him, stop him, or harm him. He caught sight of soldiers and tried to veer away from them. At one point, he could have sworn that he saw Dragon Touched, but he avoided them as well.

      The heat burning in his belly persisted, though.

      He wouldn’t be able to keep running.

      Hide.

      That was when the thought that came to him.

      He might not even be able to reach the jungle at this rate.

      Another surge of heat flooded through him. Ty stumbled and glanced behind him. Two men chased him, dressed in the black robes of the Priest of the Flame, though he suspected they were a part of the Order. I can’t let them catch me.

      He definitely wasn’t going to be able to reach the jungle.

      He could hide someplace.

      And maybe he could stay ahead of them.

      He darted toward one of the old temples in the distance.

      It was a different temple than the one where the first Order of the Flame had chased him, but it was similar in shape. A low, squat building made of all dark obsidian and a rundown stone wall that surrounded it. The grass in the courtyard outside this temple had grown long and unruly. As he hurried through it, something scurried underfoot, running away from him.

      Ty tried not to think about what it was. Maybe a snake, or a rat, or…

      No. He had to get moving and stay ahead of whatever was coming. He couldn’t linger here any longer than was necessary. He raced toward the building.

      Burning continued to build in his belly, gnawing at him. With each thundering footstep, it felt as if the Order of the Flame grew closer.

      He imagined a crossbow bolt in his back. He imagined stumbling to the cobblestones. Imagined bleeding out into the street while the Order of the Flame grabbed the dauvern, taking it from him.

      He wouldn’t be able to do anything against that.

      And then if one of the Dragon Touched came…

      He wasn’t strong enough for that, either.

      Run.

      He reached the entrance to the temple and tried the door but found it locked.

      Ty didn’t have much time.

      He grabbed for his lock pick set before changing his mind and slamming his dagger into the lock and opening it, darting inside. He breathed out slowly. Once inside, he recognized a strange energy here and spun around, worried that he wasn’t alone, but he didn’t see anybody else here. The Flame still glowed in the center of the room. Much like the other temple, this was a simple circular structure with nothing else inside. There was no evidence of anybody having been here in quite some time.

      He looked around though for a place to hide.

      Maybe he could trap them here. Draw them inside, circle around, and then block the door. It had to work. Either that or he would have to fight. He didn’t know how much dragon magic the Order had, but he did know they had crossbows.

      If nothing else, he thought that he could use the elevated circular pit that housed the Flame to hide from them. He didn’t know how willing they would be to get too close to the Flame. The Flame glowed with a burning sort of energy, and as he stood close to it Ty could feel that heat radiating from it, but surprisingly it wasn’t unpleasant. Even though it was flowing toward him, a strange sizzling and crackling energy, it didn’t burn.

      He crouched down.

      The door to the chamber thundered open.

      Ty didn’t move.

      That burning began to build within him again.

      He didn’t dare move, but panic set in. He noticed a faint haze beginning to drift around the elevated obsidian pit, though it didn’t seem to come from the door. It seemed to swirl around the pit and around him. The burning in his stomach was increasingly painful. He tried to ignore it, but as it stretched into his arms and legs and belly, it felt like fingers of flame rolling through him.

      Maybe the Order was also Dragon Touched.

      Footsteps on the tile were coming toward him.

      Ty tried to move forward, wanting to hide in the hazy smoke to make it difficult for them to see him. He could use that. Slip through the smoke, get back to the door, lock them inside.

      Unless they could track him in some manner. Maybe they detected the crossbow bolts that he carried on him or the dragon-bone blade. Short of dumping everything dragon bone on him, he couldn’t do it.

      Panic continued to build within him.

      He didn’t know what he was going to do with the dauvern.

      His brother had wanted to protect it. That seemed important to Ty, only he didn’t know how his brother intended to keep it safe.

      The smoke continued to build. Strangely, he could feel one of the priests near him.

      Ty slipped around the obsidian pit, moving away from him before thinking better of it. If he could knock them out, he might be able to get out of here.

      Within the smoke, he actually had a chance at doing it. If they could sense him, somehow, he wouldn’t be able to sneak up on them. But if they couldn’t…

      Ty crawled forward, reaching a small opening in the smoke.

      There was one of the Order there. His back turned to Ty.

      Ty reached for the crossbow before deciding against it.

      He crouched, sliding forward.

      There was a strange energy in the air. It was almost as if the smoke swirled around the priest, giving Ty a chance to hide within it.

      He launched himself before he lost sight of the priest.

      As he crashed into the priest, the man cried out.

      Ty slammed a fist forward, then kneed him, which elicited a sharp gasp from him.

      When he took a deep breath, he sucked in the smoke, then started coughing, then gagging. Ty rolled away. It was the same thing as what had happened outside the city.

      Could it be the Order wasn’t in control of the smoke?

      If they aren’t, then who is?

      Ty looked around and knew that he needed to keep moving, needed to get out of the temple, or better yet he needed to find the other member of the Order of the Flame and deal with him before anything else happened, but Ty wasn’t sure where to go.

      He crawled around the Flame. He could feel the heat radiating off it, so he knew where it was, but he got closer than he had expected and slammed his shoulder into the obsidian pit.

      He cried out and realized his mistake.

      Something moved near him.

      There was a pressure upon him, strange given the smoke and heat and energy all around him, but within that pressure Ty could feel something coming. The flames burning in his belly surged, and he rolled off to the side. A streak of fire shot over his head.

      Had he not moved, it would’ve struck him, and…

      Ty wasn’t about to think about what might’ve happened.  At this point, all he could do was keep moving. He rolled again and came face to face with the Order of the Flame.

      The smoke cleared. For a moment, Ty thought the man was going to dart toward him, but he didn’t have a chance.

      The heat in Ty’s belly suddenly surged.

      Smoke swirled.

      The priest frowned at him. “All I want is the dauvern. Give it to me and this can be over quickly.”

      “For the same reason Roson James wants it?”

      The priest glared at him, and heat began to build from him again. He rolled, but the priest was there, stomping as if trying to step on him. Ty braced himself, putting his hands up. Smoke swirled away, getting in between himself and the priest.

      The burning in his belly flared again.

      Ty scrambled back, trying to get away, and got to his feet. When standing, the smoke wasn’t nearly as oppressive. It was only when he was lying on the ground that he was able to hide within it. That was odd as well. Most of the time smoke tended to rise. This looked more like a fog than anything else.

      He pulled up the crossbow, aiming at the Order member.

      “You will regret taking that from us,” he said. “The Order of the Flame will have the dauvern.”

      Ty stayed back and practically ran into the pit, though he skirted around it, staying away from the Flame. “Why do you even want it? It’s nothing but an old stone.”

      Could the Order know what it is?

      Given how much effort they had put into trying to capture him and trying to get to the dauvern, he suspected that they knew.

      The man took a step toward Ty.

      Ty shifted, aiming the crossbow.

      “How long do you think you can keep ahead of the Dragon Touched?” Ty asked.

      “Once I have the dauvern, they won’t be able to stop us.”

      At least it explained that much.

      Ty tried backing closer to the Flame, but it didn’t provide any protection. The heat radiating from it was too much for him.

      He was starting to panic.

      There was no choice but to use the crossbow.

      He aimed and fired.

      The bolt streaked toward the Order member, but a sudden surge of swirling flames stopped it, causing it to hover in midair.

      The man grabbed the bolt out of the air, twisting it in his fingers. “I didn’t know if you had it in you.”

      Ty glanced to the door.

      Not only one of the Order, but also a Dragon Touched.

      Smoke shimmered at a low level along the floor of the temple. It wasn’t nearly enough for him to hide. The pain in his belly surged again.

      He had to act quickly.

      Ty loaded another bolt into the crossbow but didn’t have very many more remaining. His adversary had already proven that they wouldn’t be effective, but he was going to have to keep trying.

      He backed toward the Flame. The elevated ring of obsidian pressed against the backs of his legs, and he stumbled, falling backward. He cried out.

      Surprisingly, he didn’t fall all the way in.

      It was as if there was a layer of something that caught him, holding him. Ty looked down and saw that the smoke had thickened around the Flame, and it swirled, rising up and holding him in place. The smoke started to spin, spiraling out around him, and strangely, a face formed in it. It lunged outward.

      Ty was too stunned to react to anything else.

      That face looked surprisingly like a dragon head.

      The priest pressed outward with the flames, letting them swirl away from him, but the image of the dragon that had formed within the smoke darted through the flames, swirling in between them, and then spiraled around the member of the Order of the Flame, wrapping around his neck, his head, and finally forcing its way down into his throat. The man’s eyes widened, bulging outward, and he collapsed. He kicked before falling still. The flames sizzled for a moment before flickering out, disappearing altogether.

      The smoke drifted back down, creating a layer around the pit.

      Had the Flame just saved him? He had seen this sort of smoke ever since leaving the capital, but he had never seen smoke do anything like this.

      What was going on?

      Ty backed toward the door, keeping the pit and the layer of smoke hovering around it in view, and when he reached the door, he pulled it open and darted out of the temple. He sprinted, heading toward the jungle, unmindful of anything else, and reached the edge of the trees before stopping and panting.

      He had to find someplace safe.

      But where was safe?

      Not in Zarinth. There were too many Dragon Touched. Too many of the Order.

      How was he going to keep it away from both of them?

      How was he going to use it to get Albion back? And maybe, Ty realized, he couldn’t. If not, did that mean that Albion was lost to him?
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      The burning in the pit of his stomach persisted as he ran, and Ty knew that meant either the Order of the Flame was chasing him or one of the Dragon Touched was, maybe even Roson James. It was growing darker, and heading through the jungle in the middle of night was considerably less safe than doing so in the middle of the daytime.

      Ty had little choice. He had to keep moving.

      As he ran, he continued looking around, a sense of panic building.

      He kept reaching into his pocket, running his finger along the dauvern, trying to understand why something like that would be as important as it seemed like it was. It had to have something valuable within it.

      Smoke swirled around, as if following him.

      Did that mean that the Dragon Touched or one of the Order had chased him?

      He couldn’t tell.

      He reached the path and darted along it, realizing immediately that he was heading toward his familial home. The sound of the velum shrieking distantly told him that there were others in the jungle with him, but he didn’t need to hear the velum to know that this wasn’t going to be safe.

      There was something that he could do. Something that he probably should do.

      The relic.

      He didn’t remember seeing it.

      Could Roson have found that as well? If he did, what would he do with it? Worse, what would he do with that knowledge?

      Ty had to be careful. He had to move carefully.

      And as he did, he couldn’t help but feel as if he risked himself in ways that he didn’t want to.

      When he reached his familial home, he paused at the clearing.

      He saw a light in one of the windows.

      Ty froze.

      Why would there be light there?

      Not a Dragon Touched.

      If it was one of the Dragon Touched, they wouldn’t have lit a lantern or a candle, so who was here?

      He started to turn when the door came open. He recognized the red hair immediately.

      Ty froze. “Olivia?”

      She stood in the doorway of his familial home, looking out at him. Her mouth pressed into a tight frown, and for a moment it persisted, but then it faded, and she smiled. It was forced. He knew that it was, but he found it beautiful the way that he always had. Despite himself, he couldn’t help but want to smile back.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Looking for you,” she said, stepping out of the home. “I ran into Bingham, and he told me where you were going to be, but by the time I got there I only saw Eastley. And he told me what happened.”

      How had she gotten here ahead of him?

      “Eastley? He was with me in the…” He caught himself before telling her where they had been. It might upset Olivia to know that they had gone off without her. She might still be angry that they had left the city without her in the first place. “He was with me before.”

      “He said you were having difficulty with that Dragon Touched.”

      “How did you find him?”

      “I was at the Temple when you were there.”

      She was there?

      Ty frowned, searching his memories, but he didn’t remember Olivia being there.

      Something about this left him unsettled.

      He had enough difficulties with Olivia as it was, and though he wanted to trust her, Ty found it increasingly difficult to do so.

      “Where is Eastley now?”

      She nodded, motioning to the door. “Inside. I came with him, and he told me to keep watch for you.”

      Ty let out a sigh. “We can’t stay here. It’s not going to be safe. The Dragon Touched knows about this place.”

      “Why is he after you?”

      “Because my brother was after something else in the city when he was here.”

      Olivia frowned. “Is that what he told you when you went to Carn?”

      Another velum shrieked in the distance, and Ty glanced back, worried about the sound, the source of it, and if it meant the Dragon Touched were making their way toward him.

      “Albion didn’t really tell me what he was after,” Ty said. “To be honest, I’m not exactly sure what he had.”

      “But you went to the temple for something.”

      “He told me the answers were found within the Flame,” Ty said. He patted his pocket, knowing that it was drawing attention to the dauvern. The way that Olivia watched him left him bothered, though.

      “We need to get moving,” Ty said. “Get Eastley and we can go.”

      “Not without what you took from the temple,” she said.

      She stepped forward, and Ty noticed that she had a blade in one hand. As soon as he saw the blade, he knew what was going to happen here. What did she think she was going to get from him, though?

      “Is that how this is going to go down?” Ty asked her.

      “I don’t know what you have, but it’s obviously valuable to the Dragon Touched. I need it, Ty.”

      “To help your family? Your father? Or was none of that true? Are you just after the big score?”

      He didn’t know what her real motives were. How much was an act? How long had she been playing him—and Bingham?

      “It was all true,” she said, her voice soft. “And nobody cares about them the way that I do.”

      “You would betray everybody for them?”

      That was what this was coming down to, after all. She intended to turn on him, on Eastley who was still inside Ty’s family home, and on Bingham.

      All to help her family.

      Wasn’t that what he would do?

      No. Ty had chosen something different. When given the option of betraying those within the city who he had become friends with him to help his family, he had made a choice. He had continued helping them. He wouldn’t have made the same choice that Olivia did.

      “Yes.”

      “I’m not giving it to you, Olivia. If you think that you can take it from me, go ahead, but…” He shifted his cloak, revealing the crossbow. If she wanted to threaten him, he could do the same thing.

      She stiffened.

      “What did you do to Eastley?”

      “Nothing more than he deserved,” she said.

      “Why did he deserve anything?”

      Olivia glowered at him. “You don’t see it, do you? You don’t see what’s really happening and how we are treated.”

      “You make your own choices,” he said to her. “I’m not making them for you, Eastley isn’t making them for you, and Bingham hasn’t made them for you.”

      He held his hand on the crossbow, ready to pull it out, but didn’t want to try to harm her. He just wanted to send her away. And until he did, he had to make it seem as if he were willing to attack, even if he didn’t want to.

      Another velum shrieked, and Olivia glanced up.

      Maybe she was like Eastley.

      Ty whistled, using the undulating sound that would call to them.

      She looked over to him, her eyes widening.

      “I just called to the velum.”

      “I don’t fear the creatures in the forest.”

      “You should. When the priests came through on their way to Ishantil, they were attacked by the velum. They were using knives.” He pulled out the crossbow, and aimed it at her feet. “Now that I’ve called them, something that my mother taught me to do when I was younger, it won’t be long before the they arrive.”

      “You shouldn’t have done that.”

      “Return to the city,” Ty said. “You aren’t taking the item.”

      “So what? You are just going to get rich?”

      “It’s not about getting rich,” Ty said.

      “That’s what it’s always about,” she said. “Like the relic that we stole, and that you made disappear. Do you realize that Bingham hasn’t even paid me for that?”

      “You saw what happened to his shop.”

      “I saw,” she sneered at him. “And had he cared…”

      Ty shook his head. “It’s not about caring. Not with Bingham. He buys and sells relics. That’s his job. I can’t believe you think to expect Bingham, of all people, to care.”

      “He cares about you,” she snapped.

      Ty wasn’t sure if that was true or not, as it certainly didn’t feel that way to him. Bingham appreciated Ty’s ability to track down dragon relics, determine their authenticity, and take them. That was about as far as Bingham’s appreciation for Ty extended.

      Another velum shrieked. It was closer.

      “You don’t have much time left,” he said.

      She slipped around the clearing. “You don’t want to make an enemy of me,” she said.

      “An enemy? Weren’t you the one who said this was just a business transaction?”

      She shot him a look, and he pointed the crossbow at her until she disappeared into the trees. Ty exhaled a sigh of relief, and made his way toward the door, pushing it open. There was a lantern lit inside, and he saw the crumpled form of Eastley lying there. Ty hurried over to him, nudged him with his boot, and Eastley moaned. He had blood streaming from his temple.

      When he came around, he grabbed for his head, shaking it. “What did she do?” Eastley mumbled.

      “It seems that Olivia got the jump on you.”

      “I can’t believe she would do that,” he said.

      “Then you don’t know her the way that I do.”

      Eastley started to laugh, but he winced, grabbing his head again. “I can’t do that, can’t I?”

      Ty snorted. “No. It’s going to hurt for a little while.”

      He helped Eastley to his feet, and Eastley looked around. “Did you get it?”

      Ty patted his pocket. “There was something in the temple, just like my brother said. I was chased, and now we have the Order along with the Dragon Touched coming for it.”

      “What do you intend to do with it?”

      “I don’t even know. I thought that I could use it to trade for my brother, but I don’t know if that’s even going to work.”

      At this point, Ty had no idea what he could do.

      The simple answer was to give it to Roson James, let him and the Order deal with each other, but if he did that, then there would be no guarantee that he could get Albion free. The other alternative would be going to Gayal, but Ty didn’t know if he trusted that she would help.

      She had helped him. She had shown him the Hatchery, and she had told him how to find Albion. That was where he had to go.

      If he could reach her.

      “We’re going to have to go through the jungle,” Ty said.

      Eastley nodded slowly. “I’m with you.”

      Ty guided him toward the door. “It’s going to be difficult. We can take the jungle back toward Carn. It might take a few days, but we won’t be able to be followed very easily.” And then they could rejoin the road, get to the city, find Gayal, trade the dauvern for Albion, and…

      He noticed smoke in the clearing around his home.

      They had to move.

      As soon as he started out, a figure stepped forward.

      Roson James.

      He must’ve followed them. Either that or he had some way of tracking them.

      He was a Dragon Touched. And powerful. Of course he would have some way of tracking them.

      But Ty wasn’t about to get caught by Roson James here.

      Especially now that he had Eastley.

      He faced Roson James, reaching for the crossbow.

      He had two bolts remaining. One of them was loaded, but he’d already seen how the Order of the Flame had been able to withstand the crossbow bolts. They had some Dragon Touched ability, though it wasn’t nearly as powerful as what a true Dragon Touched could do.

      Roson James watched him. “You will find that is not going to be effective.”

      “It’s going to be effective enough. I’ve seen what it can do to you.”

      “You got lucky the last time, but you won’t again.”

      Heat began to build within Ty’s belly, stretching up his arms and his legs, boiling within him. It was different than the pain he had felt before. This was much more acute and quite distinct, leaving him feeling a flare of agony.

      Roson James watched him. The moonlight glittered off his face, giving him a haunted, angry appearance. “Did you know it can be controlled?” Roson James asked softly.

      Ty stepped forward, trying to find the right angle. He tried to keep himself in front of Eastley, knowing that he was injured, but it was more than that. If they could separate, they could split on either side of Roson, and maybe they could converge upon him. He had to think that together they might be able to attack.

      Another shriek of the velum came, and Ty whistled, trying to call to them.

      Roson chuckled softly. “It won’t work again.” It was Roson’s turn to whistle, a sound that Ty remembered. It was one that would send the velum away. “I did learn a few things about the creatures.” He held one hand up, and flames began to spiral away as he twisted his hand. “Besides, they are afraid of the fire. Now,” he continued, turning to Ty. “I will have the dauvern. Then I will use it the way it was always meant to be used, and—”

      Ty whistled again. He put urgency into it. He knew Roson feared the velum. They cried again, howling, and he was rewarded as Roson looked up to the trees.

      Ty held out the crossbow.

      “I don’t know. You’re putting too much stock in their fear of fire. They came to the lava lake,” Ty managed to spit out, though it was difficult to do so. Each word seemed as if it were agony.

      The boiling deep within him persisted, building within him, flowing outward, and he struggled against it, wanting nothing more than to find some way to push back against it.

      As it built, pressing on him, he needed a release. He took in a deep breath. The smoke swirled and then flowed down his throat.

      Ty coughed, gagging.

      He’d seen what had happened to the Order of the Flame before when the smoke filled their lungs. There was something caustic and toxic about it, and the others who’d been consumed by it had not survived. Would that be his fate now?

      As it filled him, he could not take another breath. It flowed within him. The heat built swelled and came with a strange shattering of energy. It echoed outward, shooting away from him.

      Ty struggled with it, straining, and he stumbled forward, collapsing onto the ground.

      Roson James came toward him.

      Ty managed to bring the crossbow up and pointed it toward his face. “Don’t.”

      “You can’t control this.”

      “Control what?”

      “You can’t control—”

      Roson turned and a burst of flame shot from his hand.

      Ty rolled his head to the side. Eastley charged at Roson, and the flame struck Eastley in the chest, causing him to cry out and collapse against the ground.

      “No!”

      Ty pulled the trigger on the crossbow. The bolt struck Roson in the shoulder.

      He rolled off to the side. The pain was still within him, but there was something different about it this time. It no longer throbbed way that it had before. It no longer had that same burning sensation he had noticed before. It was there, lingering within him, but it was not as bad.

      Ty breathed in, taking a breath of smoke. He could tolerate it better than he expected. Throbbing persisted, but he ignored it. He hurriedly reloaded the crossbow, pointing the weapon at Roson, who lay motionless on the ground with a crossbow bolt in his shoulder.

      “Fix him,” Ty said.

      The Dragon Touched had magic. He had seen them use it. He knew there had to be something for Eastley. But Eastley did not move. He lay on his back, his body motionless. Not breathing. Staring at the trees.

      Roson reached for the dragon-bone bolt sticking out of his shoulder, twisting it. “Nothing can be done for that boy.”

      When he got to his feet, it seemed as if steam swirled across him. It shifted his appearance, making him seem dangerous and dark.

      “You will find it easier to simply hand over the dauvern. Do not make this more painful than it needs to be.”

      “Why do you even care about it?”

      “Because with it I can summon the dragons. Your king foolishly thinks he can control them, but he has nothing more than dragonlings. They are nothing.”

      Roson had said “your king.”

      He wasn’t even from the kingdom.

      Did that mean he wasn’t even a Dragon Touched?

      Lothinal.

      Gayal had said they were trying to infiltrate the kingdom. Could that be the reason she and Roson had been at odds? Could she have known—or at least suspected?

      Why had she not said something to him? Perhaps there was nothing to say.

      Ty needed more time. He had to get to Eastley, see if there was anything that he could do. This was his friend. He had so few friends in Zarinth the way that was, and Eastley had been there for him. He had come into the jungle, hating it, and had been willing to go back with him to the capital through the jungle, all because of Ty’s brother.

      And now he was hurt.

      Distantly, he knew better. It wasn’t just that he was hurt. He was dead.

      Anger surged within him.

      Roson took a step toward him.

      Ty fired the crossbow, but he wasn’t quick enough.

      Roson reacted, sweeping his hand in a tight spiral, and flames erupted. It happened much like it had with the Order of the Flame and how the priest had plucked the crossbow bolt out of the air. Roson captured it. “You could have been helpful. Hand me the dauvern and then you will show me what you did with the dragon.”

      Ty had been staring at Eastley, finding himself praying that he might move, that he would awaken, come around and get up, but he still hadn’t even taken a breath. He really was gone.

      “Dragon?” Ty blinked, looking over at him.

      Roson laughed. “Your brother did better than I think they intended. He learned a truth long hidden. And then you provided the dragon pearls necessary to activate it. Did you even know?” He flicked his gaze to the house, before turning back to Ty. “Why did you think your brother had them surrounding the egg for protection? Did you even know the truth?”

      What truth?

      Ty had to focus. He pulled his gaze away from Eastley. When this was over, then he could mourn him, but not until then.

      For now, he had to deal with Roson James.

      “What dragon?”

      “Hand me the dauvern, and I will show you. You and your people know so little. It’s why you shouldn’t be allowed to have the dragons. Even the ones you have need to be trained, and they need to be taught. I will ensure they are.”

      He sent a swirl of fire toward him, and Ty dropped, ducking, but he could barely get beneath the shooting flame.

      He managed to avoid one blast of fire, but another was already on the way.

      It connected, and he waited for the heat and the pain to fill him, but…

      It didn’t.

      Roson sent another streak of power toward him, as if to harm him with that one, but as before nothing changed.

      “Could it be that you have learned to control it?”

      Ty shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Obviously,” he said. “None in your land understand the truth.”

      There came a rustling in the forest, and Ty looked over.

      He didn’t think that was a velum. They would’ve shrieked, alerting him of their presence.

      Which meant…

      He noticed the pale white of a dragon-bone crossbow before he saw the figure coming through the trees.

      The Order.

      Roson smiled at him. They were together. Of course they were.

      I need to go.

      Where, though? What could he do?

      Another figure appeared in the clearing.

      Ty didn’t have much of a choice. Upslope.

      He turned and ran, heading into the jungle, toward Ishantil, away from Eastley’s motionless body, and had no idea what he could do.
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      Ty weaved through the jungle, staying in the denser part of it. He heard one of the Order behind him, and at one point felt the whizzing of a crossbow bolt shooting past him. He ducked behind a tree and noticed the marking for a velum snare on the tree near him. He waited until the Order was close enough, and then Ty quickly and carefully picked his way around it before darting around another tree.

      “We just need the dauvern,” the Order said.

      “You’ll have to take it from me.”

      The Order took a step toward him, and he heard the air whistle, another crossbow bolt sink into the tree he hid behind, and Ty stepped off to the side.

      The Order member followed him and then stepped into the velum snare.

      It caught him, leaving him suspended above the ground, dangling. The crossbow still hung in his hand, but it was useless.

      Ty raised his own crossbow, but the sound of a shout behind them caught his attention, and he knew that he couldn’t wait here any longer. It would be too dangerous.

      He tore himself away.

      He continued making his way through the jungle until he caught sight of a marking on a tree. Ty slowed enough to let the other Order member approach. It wasn’t Roson James. Ty could tell that from the size. This man was smaller, squat, and had almost milky white skin and gray hair. He was dressed like a priest, but now that Ty knew the truth of the Order he felt like that was a betrayal.

      As the man approached him, Ty forced him to position closer and closer to the velum trap. Then he backed away.

      The man turned.

      Ty hurriedly circled around and then shoved him.

      The man stumbled, one foot catching the snare, and he was pulled, jerked up into the trees.

      He stared, tempted to remain and fire on the man, but he heard the sound of movement in the jungle.

      Ty’s heart hammered.

      He raced through the jungle, moving away from Roson James.

      He reached the path heading toward Ishantil and ran.

      His breath was hot and heavy in his lungs, and he still hadn’t worked out why he had survived breathing in the smoke, nor what it meant, but as he tore him way up the path, he couldn’t help but feel as if there was something more to what he had said that he needed to better understand.

      Roson had claimed there was a dragon.

      How?

      He had no idea what Roson meant, but somehow his brother had been involved in it. Somehow Albion had done something with a dragon.

      The egg that he had brought here. The egg that he had dropped into the lava. The egg that Albion had wanted to hatch.

      The idea that there would be a dragon in the volcano… how was it any harder to believe than what he had seen? It wasn’t.

      Distantly, he was aware of the velum calling in the forest. They were up there in the trees, and though he could hear them crying out, he didn’t know if they were going to pursue him.

      He had to stay ahead of Roson James.

      He staggered, realizing that Ishantil trembled, rumbling, causing the ground to shift beneath him. If the dauvern could summon the dragons the way Roson claimed, and if he wanted it for Lothinal, then there was only one thing for Ty to do.

      Which meant that he had to get to Ishantil. Once he got there, he could use the dauvern, maybe summon the dragon, find Gayal, and get the dragon to the king. He would keep it from Roson James.

      He squeezed the item in his pocket. He focused on it, feeling some strangeness within it, and yet even as he did he could tell that there was something more.

      Ty continued running. He hated leaving Eastley behind, but he had no choice. He would go back and mourn him if he could get through this.

      In the distance, the glowing of the lava lake illuminated the forest.

      It was almost beautiful. He had never come to the lava lake in the middle of the night, and doing so now was amazing. Heat radiated off of the lake, and it caused a streamer of smoke that swirled around it. It reminded him of the smoke that he had seen from the clearing, but he had to be careful and had to stay away from the lava.

      Ty glanced behind. Roson James was back there. Ty knew that he would be right behind him. Maybe he was trying to rescue the Order from the velum snares, but for now Ty had time.

      He had no idea if he would even be able to do what he intended. But if he could summon the dragon—assuming the dragon was even real—maybe he could use it against Roson James. That might be his only hope. Then he could get the dragon to the capital, to the king, and get his brother back.

      Ty reached the first of the platforms and jumped.

      He didn’t bother waiting, jumping to the next and then the next. Heat drifted around him and the steam and smoke swirled, making everything lit with a soft, hazy kind of light. By the time he reached the main central platform out in the lava lake, he was exhausted. He sucked in breath after breath, trying to control it. Finally, he let it out slowly, looking toward the jungle as held the dauvern.

      Ty had no idea what to do with the dauvern.

      How could it summon dragons?

      But if his brother had truly come here, had truly released an egg into Ishantil, maybe there was something here.

      He squeezed the dauvern.

      Nothing changed, though Ty didn’t expect anything to change.

      Maybe he couldn’t activate it.

      He wasn’t equipped to handle it. It might need somebody who could connect to dragon magic. Ty didn’t have that ability.

      But there was what Gayal claimed, that he was somehow attuned it to dragons.

      Ty held out the dauvern.

      Heat continued to flow around him, and he could feel it. The lava lake had considerable energy.

      He held the dauvern out in front of him. Smoke continued to swirl. A rustling sound arose behind him, and Ty spun, worried about the velum but fearing Roson James.

      He emerged from the jungle. “You can’t control it,” Roson said.

      Ty squeezed the dauvern. He made a mistake. Why had he jumped all the way out here? There was no escape for him. He was trapped.

      “Hand the dauvern to me. You can’t control it. You won’t be able to call it.”

      This was a mistake.

      Somehow he had thought that he could come to the lava lake, that he could call upon the dauvern, that he might be able to have some answer, but what answer was there?

      None. That was what there was. Nothing other than his death. He would end up no different than Eastley had.

      “Stay back,” Ty said.

      Roson jumped to the next platform. “I seem to believe you have already fired your crossbow bolts. What do you intend to attack me with?”

      Ty could wait for Roson to reach the platform and could attempt to push him, but if he intended that would he even have an opportunity to do so? He had felt Roson use his Dragon Touched magic on him and knew that he wouldn’t be able to withstand that kind of power. Not easily.

      “I’ll drop the dauvern into the lava.”

      “You won’t,” he said.

      Ty held it out, holding his hand above the lava. Smoke continued to swirl, seeming to spread outward, sweeping off of Ishantil, writhing. “You obviously need it more than I do. If you get any closer, I will drop it.”

      Roson hesitated. Ty needed that hesitation and had to hope that he would have enough time to figure out something else.

      But what?

      “You feel it, don’t you? I recognized that sensation when you were here before. You are connected. You have the potential. Hand over the dauvern, and I will help you understand.”

      “I don’t have any potential.”

      Roson jumped to the next platform.

      Ty shifted, holding out the dauvern.

      Flames began to swirl away from Roson. They spiraled around the platform, spinning toward the edge.

      The burning in Ty’s belly began to build again. He had been feeling it too often. There was pain blooming within him, and there was smoke building, seeming to throb through him, almost as if in time with what Roson was doing.

      Ty couldn’t move. He couldn’t do anything. His arm was slowly and steadily drifting down, as if Roson were using some of his dragon magic to force him away. He could do nothing.

      And because of that, because of that strangeness, the power that Roson held onto, he would take hold of him. And then he would force him to hand over the dauvern.

      After that…

      He suspected he would end up no differently than Eastley.

      No, he told himself. He would end up much worse than Eastley. Roson would toss him into the lava lake where he would burn.

      Roson jumped closer. Flames continued to swirl toward Ty, and the strange power that he used twisted, rolling around Ty, constricting in a way that held him.

      Ty could do nothing.

      The burning persisted.

      Smoke swirled.

      And then pain exploded within him. As soon as it did, the smoke seemed to fill Ty, burying deep within him.

      “Interesting. Perhaps I can—”

      “Release him.”

      Ty looked past Roson, and for a moment he had hoped that Bingham had come. He would have known where to find Ty. But it wasn’t Bingham.

      A black cloak fluttered in an unseen breeze covering a diminutive figure.

      Gayal Holt jumped from platform to platform and stood just one away from Roson. “Release him.”

      “I’m afraid you and I don’t have to work together any longer,” Roson said.

      He sent a spiral of flame toward Gayal. Surprisingly, her cloak fluttered again, and it swirled around the flame, squeezing almost as if it were something alive, until the flame was gone. Gayal jumped forward again. She landed on the platform. When she did, her gaze flickered to Ty before she whispered something softly.

      Her cloak came alive.

      Ty had never seen anything quite like it.

      It swirled away from her, as if the shadows dissipated and then wrapped around Roson. While it did, there came a shriek from the cloak. A face formed within it: a dragon face.

      It was almost as if the dragon face was formed out of shadows, and it whipped outward, darting toward Roson.

      He sent a flicker of flame, but Gayal twisted, and the shadows seemed to bend, wrapping around the flames.

      Roson made another movement with his fingers, and the flames darted out again, but as before the shadows surged.

      This time, the shadows exploded away, bursting toward Roson.

      Roson slipped, getting near the edge of the platform.

      Heat exploded from him, swirling away. It slammed into Gayal, and then she staggered, slipping, and for a moment Ty thought that she might fall into the lava. That strange cloak swirled around her, holding her upright.

      Roson crossed his hands, and more flame streaked from him. The cloak swirled, looping up and around, and it grabbed for the flame, absorbing it. It called that flame in, tying it within the cloak, and it disappeared altogether.

      Ty could scarcely believe what he was seeing, and he had no idea what was going on here. A battle between the Tecal and the Dragon Touched.

      Power that was blasting from one to the next.

      When he thought that Gayal was about to fall into the lava, her cloak sheltered her again. When he thought that Roson James was going to fall, he managed to use another blast of power, and he stepped forward. Back and forth they went, flames and shadows smacking at each other, a continuous, rhythmic dance from one to the other.

      Ty wanted to try to get away. He tried to move, he tried to escape, but he couldn’t get around either of them.

      And then Gayal stood forward. Her cloak seemed to bend around her, forming something like wings. The shadows within it streaked toward Roson James, flowing powerfully, and the shadows continued to build, becoming something enormous, something impossible. Something that looked almost like a dragon.

      Heat built from Roson and he crossed his arms in front of himself, bringing them down sharply. There was an explosion and a stream of fire, but then he was gone.

      Gayal stood in place for a moment, and the cloak swirled before latching itself back around her neck and falling still once again. “Are you hurt?”

      Ty blinked. “Am I what?”

      “Hurt. Are you?”

      He sucked in a deep breath and realized that he breathed in another lungful of smoke. As he breathed out, the smoke spiraled around, reaching toward Gayal and then disappearing, coming back toward Ty. “I don’t know what just happened.”

      “I warned you that the Order was dangerous. We’ve known there was a Lothinal infiltration within the kingdom for some time. We’ve seen evidence of it for quite a while, but we didn’t know how deep it went.”

      “Within the priesthood?”

      She frowned, looking around to the flames that bubbled from Ishantil. “Probably not the priesthood, but I don’t know how many of the Dragon Touched might be influenced by the Order.”

      “Where did he go?”

      “He’s gone for now. We know the truth about him.”

      Ty still had the dauvern, and he was tempted to drop it into the lava, but instead he stuffed it into his pocket, watching her. “What really happened here?”

      “Which part?”

      “All of it, I suppose. My brother. The egg. Roson James. And now this.”

      He needed to understand. Eastley had died because of all of it.

      “You’ve seen the king’s dragons,” she said.

      Ty shook his head. “This isn’t about the king’s dragons.” He didn’t know what it was about. He couldn’t tell. He could feel the heat, the energy around him, but that was all. He had seen the king’s dragons, but if that was what Roson James was after, he could have done so within the capital.

      “This is about finding a different kind of dragon.”

      “Like the one you have?”

      She smiled tightly. Her cloak fluttered slightly, taking on a vaguely dragon shape before falling still once again. “I suppose you have earned the right to know the truth about the shadow dragon.”

      “What is the shadow dragon?”

      “The dragons the king has managed to hatch are traditional dragons.” Ty arched a brow, and she shrugged slightly. “At least, they are hatched traditionally. As traditionally as they can be. We have not learned why they do not develop the way the dragons once did. Many have tried, but none have found the answers.”

      “And your shadow dragon?”

      “Is different. Much like the smoke dragon you have connected to.”

      He frowned, shaking his head. “I haven’t connected to any smoke dragon.”

      “What protected you when Roson attacked?”

      “You did.”

      “No. I came, but I did not protect you. I saw it, Tydornen. I saw the smoke, I saw it emerge, and I have seen your affinity for the dragons.”

      He licked his lips, swallowing. “How is there a smoke dragon?” He looked around himself, and noticed a faint haze layering over the lava lake. “Albion?”

      She shrugged. “It’s possible. I wasn’t sure what he intended. He acted on his own, outside of the plan. As you’ve seen, eggs are common enough. Still not common, but not so rare that the king would mind sacrificing one if it meant learning some truth. It seems that it worked. Perhaps that means the king now must come to Ishantil and use the power here to help hatch the eggs.”

      “But if it’s a smoke dragon, then it’s not like his.”

      “No,” she said. “And now you have connected to it. Which means—”

      “Wait. What do you mean that Albion acted outside of his plan?”

      “He didn’t tell you?”

      Ty shook his head. “Tell me what?”

      She sighed, looking around the lava lake. The cloak fluttered again. “Your brother was bait, Tydornen. We’ve known there was Lothinal activity within the kingdom for some time but have not been able to uncover it. He needed to draw it out. The idea of the Dragon Thief was born to do so.

      “He trained. He became the Dragon Thief. It was the only way to draw out what we knew embedded within the kingdom. He had to take the jobs, complete them, and if he was captured, we could not reveal that we worked together.”

      That was why she had let Roson James take his brother.

      “The king knew about it?”

      She shrugged, but her cloak didn’t move. “Perhaps not entirely. It gave him deniability—at least with the priests. By joining the priesthood, he could move in ways the kingdom could not. He could uncover things the kingdom could not.”

      Which meant that Albion had been working on behalf of the kingdom.

      “But he was in prison.”

      “In prison, still serving the purpose. And you accomplished what he could not.” She flashed a tight smile. “May I see it?”

      He reached into his pocket, pulling out the dauvern. “This? How does it control the dragons?”

      “Does it?”

      Could it be more bait? Had Albion used me?

      “I understand your frustration in learning about this. But something good came out of it. You are connected to this smoke dragon. And now you must learn about it. I can’t promise you that it will be easy, but I can promise that you can learn.”

      The shadow dragon fluttered around her, and then there came another surge of heat in his belly. Smoke swirled around his feet then swept outward toward the lava lake. The dragon’s face appeared, but then it disappeared once again.

      “What if I say no?”

      “Then we will separate the dragon from you. Dragons like this are rare, which makes them important to the king. I’m sure you can understand. The longer you maintain a connection to the dragon, the more likely it will be painful for you to separate from it. If you choose not to hold that connection, then we must do so now. Otherwise you will learn to understand your connection.”

      Ty looked around. “How did this happen?”

      She smiled tightly. “You were the one to drop the egg into the lava?” Ty nodded. “Your brother likely intended to be the one to connect to the dragon, but circumstances prevented him. I wonder if the Dragon Thief truly intended to steal a dragon, but you took it from him. Perhaps that was for the best, anyway.”

      She started to turn and jumped to the next platform.

      “Are all of the Tecal bonded to dragons?”

      “It is what makes us unique,” she said without looking back.

      She reached the shoreline, and Ty jumped to the next platform, following her.

      “But the Dragon Touched don’t know you have them.”

      She shook her head. “They do not. And they will not. We have kept that secret to ourselves, and it’s a secret we will continue to keep.”

      “If I don’t go with you…”

      “You will be expected to keep that secret regardless, but I have a feeling you’re curious.”

      Ty couldn’t deny the curiosity. He couldn’t deny that he wanted to know more. He couldn’t deny that he felt as if he needed to know more. He had been afraid of the idea of leaving Zarinth, but now he wondered if perhaps he might need to.

      “I need to talk to my friends first.”

      What friends, though?

      Eastley was gone. He would need to go back, make sure, and perhaps even Gayal could see if there was anything she might be able to do for him, though in his heart Ty knew that wasn’t going to be possible. Bingham wasn’t really a friend. He didn’t know what to make of him, other than somebody who had used Ty’s talents. Nothing more than that.

      And Olivia…

      He was nothing to her. She had betrayed him. She had been willing to do whatever it took for her to get her score. It was about her.

      He didn’t even know whether she had a family.

      “What about Albion?” he asked, following her as she made her way through the jungle.

      She looked over, and her cloak fluttered. Once again, the burning in his belly flared, and she tilted her head strangely, sniffing.

      Smoke swirled near him. The smoke dragon.

      The idea behind it seemed impossible.

      “He was never in any danger,” she said.

      “Can I see him?”

      “If he chooses. He is the Dragon Thief.” She tipped her head against the side. “Or perhaps he was. I imagine that he will choose another line of work now. It might be for the best, anyway.”

      “Does he know about your dragon?” Not just hers, he realized. Other Tecal.

      “I doubt it, but he was the Dragon Thief. He became something more than the king anticipated. More than any of us anticipated. It’s possible that he already knows.” She turned to face him. “Now that Roson James has revealed himself and the Lothinal threats within the kingdom, we will need to make preparations. As will you. You have made an enemy. But if you learn to control the dragon, you won’t have to fear him.”

      She started down the slope.

      If he did this, it meant serving the king.

      More than that, it meant leaving Zarinth. It might be a good opportunity.

      Am I ready for that?

      Questions raged through Ty’s mind. Countless questions.

      He still didn’t have the answers that he needed about his parents, but now there were new questions that had emerged. Not only about Albion, but about his mother, Bingham, and their search for dragon relics.

      He wouldn’t have those answers without help.

      More than ever, Ty wanted the answers to those questions. He thought that he needed them. He thought that he deserved them.

      If he followed Gayal, learned what it meant to be a Tecal, there would be a secondary benefit for him. The Tecal were spies. Secret keepers.

      And he wanted to know what happened to his parents. If he went with her, maybe he could finally find the answers he’d been looking for. What did it matter if he served the king as he did it?

      He chased her down the path. “I will do it,” he said.

      A flare of heat burned his belly. The smoke swirled around him before disappearing again.

      Gayal nodded. “I think the dragon approves.”
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        * * *

      

      Grab the next book in The Dragon Thief: Smoke and Shadow
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      The bonded smoke dragon may be key to saving the kingdom.

      Ty has bonded to a strange smoke dragon and trains as a Tecal. If he can’t control the connection, the dragon will be stripped from him so that another can use the power of the dragon in service of the kingdom, as the threat from Lothinal is not gone.

      When Roson James makes his move, Ty feels an increased urgency to understand how to connect to the dragon. Help comes from an unlikely source, but it might not be in time.

      This time, the kingdom is not the only target. And those able to intervene may have the power Roson James needs to bring about their downfall.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading Within the Dragon’s Jaw. 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.
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