
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Smoke and Shadow

      



    




The Dragon Thief Book 3

    

    




      
        D.K. Holmberg

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ASH Publishing]
          [image: ASH Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 by D.K. Holmberg

      

      Cover art by Damonza.com

      

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Want a free book and to be notified when D.K. Holmberg’s next novel is released, along with other news and freebies? Sign up for his mailing list by going here. Your email address will never be shared and you can unsubscribe at any time.

      

      www.dkholmberg.com

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

    

    
      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        Series by D.K. Holmberg

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Ty focused on the heat within his belly the way that Gayal had asked him to. He still was not fully aware of anything more than the faintest tracing of energy that had been there ever since he had stood on the side of Ishantil and looked into the lava lake, the smoke swirling around him. There was a power to it, but he couldn’t do anything more with that energy the way that the Tecal training him wanted him to so that he could share the smoke dragon connection.

      He shook his head in frustration. His hand went to the hilt of his dragon-bone dagger, tracing his finger along the surface of it, though Ty didn’t feel the same warmth that his old mentor, Bingham, once claimed would be present in dragon-bone remnants.

      “I’m not having a whole lot of luck reaching for the dragon,” he said, looking over to Gayal.

      She stood near the outskirts of the city, her black cloak trailing around her but doing little else. He had learned the garment was a shadow dragon of sorts, a creature that she had connected to, but he did not know what else that cloak might be capable of. He had not seen her fight with it other than the time that she had used the cloak to help her defeat Roson James.

      “The key is connection. Once you connect, the dragon can respond. I’m sure that even you can make that connection.”

      She looked back down, leaving him wondering what she meant by “even him.” Was she insulting him, or was it simply the nature of his age? Gayal made it quite clear that his age was a hindrance in his ability to connect to the dragons the way that she thought that he could. She had told him her Tecal training had started when she was five. He was four times that now, and it might be too late for him to have the same understanding of what it meant for him to connect to the dragon.

      But he wanted to.

      That thought stuck with him more than anything else. The smoke dragon, which he believed he had deep within him had helped defend him against Roson James and his attack. Without that, Ty wasn’t exactly sure that he would’ve been strong enough to withstand an attack from Roson James. He might've been able to withstand some of it, but there was always the danger that Roson James would overpower him and then steal the dragon.

      Ty’s hand went into his pocket to the dauvern. It was a simple item, but supposedly it was used to summon dragons. He had attempted to use that as well on the smoke dragon, but there had been no change for him. If it worked, it was a device that he could not make function.

      “You’ve been telling me that the key is making the connection,” he said. He got to his feet, glancing along the street. In the distance, he caught sight of a pair of Dragon Touched, noting the distinctive dark blue uniform emblazoned with the dragon crest of the ghost king that they wore. They marched away from them. Ty was thankful of that, thoughts of Roson James coming back to him when he saw the Dragon Touched, though having Gayal with him meant that he was less likely to have any difficulty with any of them. “But I’m finding that it’s harder than what you have claimed.”

      Gayal’s thin lips pressed into a tight frown. Sunlight from overhead streamed down, reflecting softly off her pale skin. As she stepped away from the door she’d been standing near, her cloak fluttered faintly before calming once again. She tilted her head to the side, and it seemed almost as if she were sniffing at the air, though Ty no longer knew if that was her or the dragon that did that.

      “I saw you use the dragon,” she said.

      They’d had this conversation several times over the last few weeks, but it had not made much of a difference. In the journey from Zarinth, she had been trying to work with him to better understand the smoke dragon, trying to help him master some way of connecting to the dragon so that he could begin his Tecal training, but he had continually found it far more difficult than what she expected. The first step, that of feeling the burning within him, had been there up until the time that the dragon had reacted to try to protect him from Roson James. Ever since then, though Ty could feel that dragon, he wasn’t able to feel much else from it. It was as if the dragon had decided to mask its presence.

      “I’m not so sure that it was me or the dragon doing that for me.”

      “Over time, you will learn that they are one and the same.”

      She frowned, turning her head in the strange way that she had. When she did, her dragon cloak fluttered again, twisting and turning as it became livelier, enough that Ty could practically see the dragon shape form. There was something impressive about it, and having seen her using her dragon cloak like that as often as he had, he couldn’t help but marvel at her control. If he could get to that point, then he wouldn’t have to worry about anything happening to the dragon, but he also wouldn’t have to worry about being unprepared for an attack from Roson James.

      “For you to serve the king, you must find the connection within yourself.”

      “For me to serve the king?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      He snorted. “And who says that I want to serve the king?”

      This was a conversation they had not yet had, but perhaps they should have. The idea that he had the dragon connected to him meant that he should in theory offer some assistance to the king. It meant that he would become one of the Tecal. Was that what he wanted?

      He was a thief… or he had been prior to all of this. There was a part of Ty that still felt as if he was every bit the thief. He was not that far removed from sneaking into a temple to steal a dragon egg, and he was certainly still inclined to sneak into the king’s palace in Zarinth to try to steal gold and jewels so that he and his team would have money to escape the volcanic eruption.

      “When you have a connection to the dragon, you must serve,” Gayal said. She was a small woman, petite, and yet there was an incredible sense of power that radiated off of her.

      Ty was always aware of that energy from her, even now. His gaze drifted toward the palace, and along the street he noted soldiers marching, different and distinct from the Dragon Touched. “What does that involve?”

      It was a better question, he figured, than arguing with her about the idea of serving the king.

      “Once you master the dragon, it involves you using that power to help protect the kingdom from those that would threaten it. Seeing as how you have already done this, it should not be unpalatable work for you.”

      “Are you so sure?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      He started to smirk but realized she was entirely serious.

      Then again, when it came to the king, to his dragons, and to everything that he did, Ty had never seen Gayal as anything but serious. It was her response to the king. She felt as if everything that he demanded was appropriate. He was the king.

      But to him, he was the ghost king. The man who had not been seen in the kingdom in years. One who gave orders but did nothing himself.

      “I can keep working—”

      He cut off as the burning within his belly suddenly flared again.

      It happened at the same time as he noticed Gayal’s shadow cloak flutter, and she turned, facing to the north.

      The gnawing burning in his belly became unbearable. Though he tried to ignore it, he wasn’t sure that he could. That sensation continued to build, unpleasant, rising within him and making it so that he could think of nothing else.

      “Something’s wrong,” he said.

      “The dragon detects danger,” she said.

      She didn’t say anything else and simply ran off, disappearing.

      He raced after her. He needed to catch up to her, but she was moving too quickly. Despite her diminutive size, Gayal could move with astonishing speed. He wondered how much of that was tied to her connection to her dragon. It was entirely possible that she used her shadow dragon to help speed her along the road. He had seen the dragon fighting a Dragon Touched, so he wouldn’t put it past her dragon to have the ability to help move her move quickly as well.

      The dragon in his belly flared again, but as he felt it and tried to connect to it, he couldn’t feel anything more than that. There was that burning, but it didn’t go anywhere.

      “You can respond to me at any point,” he muttered, talking to the dragon, though knowing that there wasn’t going to be anything that the dragon would be able to do for him. He had tried to reach the dragon many times, but each time it had ignored him.

      He found Gayal stopped in a small, empty courtyard surrounded by a low wall. It had been a market the only other time Ty had been through here, but now it seemed that had been abandoned.

      There were five people spread out in front of her

      One of them wore the dark colors of the Dragon Touched, and the other four had robes of the priesthood. All of them were part of the Order that Roson James either led or was a part of. Ty knew they had to be.

      It was not so much about anything that they carried with them that marked them as members of the Order, so much as it was the dragon-bone crossbows they all carried. It seemed to be the weapon of the Order. And it matched the crossbow that he held.

      Gayal looked back at him. “You should go,” she said.

      “And what about you?” he asked.

      “I will be fine.” He noticed her cloak fluttering, moving, though there was no breeze.

      Her dragon was agitated, and it made it easier for Ty to feel his own dragon. The smoke dragon that had lingered inside of him began to twist, as if the dragon were upset with this.

      And maybe the dragon was. It was possible that it did not want him to get involved. He didn’t really want to get involved, either.

      But five of the Order were more than Gayal could manage alone.

      One of the men looked at her. “Hand over the dauvern, and this will be over quickly.”

      Ty shook his head.

      She didn’t give him an opportunity to say anything. “It was destroyed in Ishantil. Unless you don’t believe your leader.”

      Ty had not been sure whether or not Roson James was truly their leader, but he suspected that he was. He had seen Roson James, had seen how he had commanded others of the Order and had worked with them. But it was more the way that the others seemed to react at the mention of Roson James.

      They tensed. One of them raised his crossbow. It was the one wearing the Dragon Touched clothing. Before Ty had a chance to even cry out—even to open his mouth—Gayal’s dragon surged forward.

      There wasn’t any way to describe it other than a surging of power. It was as if shadows themselves flowed and moved, as if they were something alive—though of course they were. This was a dragon, and though it might be a shadow dragon, it was still a dragon. And it streaked away from her, striking the man with the crossbow and dragging him down. The member of the Order was on the ground, writhing, and the dragon was back with Gayal. The other four hesitated, as if in shock.

      But all of them were holding onto crossbows now, aiming them, prepared for her. They weren’t paying any attention to Ty.

      He focused on the smoke dragon within himself, thinking about that burning energy and knowing that what he really needed was to call that dragon outward. If he could get the smoke to begin to swirl for him, he might be able to use it.

      But it didn’t respond.

      Despite everything that he had tried to connect to it, every attempt that Gayal had made to help him learn how to connect to that dragon, it didn’t respond for him.

      The shadow dragon surged off of Gayal, streaking toward one of the Order.

      It happened quickly, but then it withdrew again. The shadow dragon had swirled around her, sweeping in a tight spiral, and then a crossbow bolt slammed into it.

      Ty could only watch. He had no idea what might happen to a dragon struck by a crossbow bolt. It was a creature that theoretically was alive, but it was also made of shadow, so as far as he knew there might not be anything that would really happen to the dragon.

      Gayal twisted, her jaw clenching, and the flash of rage in her eyes.

      He started forward, but the shadow dragon slammed into him, pushing him back.

      She was trying to keep him out of this? He really shouldn’t be a part of it, he knew, but at the same time he couldn’t leave her to deal with four of the Order on her own.

      “Let me help,” he said.

      “You need to go,” she said, her voice far calmer than he would’ve expected given the circumstances around them. “I can manage this, but I can’t manage to protect you while also defeating these four.”

      One of the other Order raised their crossbow, and a bolt went streaking toward Gayal. She twisted, and the bolt flew past, just missing her, then whizzed right in front of Ty’s face. It struck into a building behind them.

      Was the courtyard empty because people here had recognized the danger of the Dragon Touched, or could it be that they had known the threat of the Order? Or had it been empty all along? He didn’t know the city well enough to know if this was common or not. It was far slower than Zarinth often was, quieter, but seeing priests and one of the Dragon Touched should have drawn some attention. That kind of a sight would’ve been rare anywhere within the kingdom, especially here where the king had such power.

      Ty pulled his own crossbow free. Ever since being attacked and claiming the crossbow from one of the Order, he had taken to keeping the crossbow with him. He wasn’t skilled with it, but was there any skill needed to fire a crossbow?

      He loaded one of the dragon-bone bolts, wishing that he had a supply of them rather than only a few. He drew the crossbow, aimed at the nearest of the Order, and fired.

      The bolt flew true. It struck the Order member in the chest, and he sagged, dropping to the cobblestones. There came a flaring of heat in Ty’s belly, and he didn’t know if that meant that the dragon approved or if the dragon derided what he had done.

      Ty reached for one of the other crossbow bolts but felt something moving toward him. He looked up just in time to see one of the Order racing toward him, heat flaring from his hands. They were Dragon Touched.

      He dropped to the ground, fumbling with the crossbow bolt, but he wasn’t fast enough. He couldn’t get the bolt loaded.

      If the smoke dragon would help, he wouldn’t have needed to worry about this, but the dragon wasn’t responding in any other way than causing a burning in his belly.

      “Come on,” he urged.

      Then the man from the Order was upon him.

      Ty could feel the heat, and he changed his approach. Rather than trying to fumble with the crossbow bolt, he reached for his dragon-bone dagger and jabbed upward.

      The man from the Order backed away, but the dagger seemed to carve through some of the flaming magic that he had been holding onto, separating it. If nothing else, Ty had hoped that he might be able to subdue this adversary.

      Distantly, he was aware of shadows flickering and the faint burning in his belly, the sense that was growing ever more detached the longer that they were fighting told him that the dragons were reacting, or at least his was.

      Only his dragon wasn’t helping.

      Ty clenched his jaw, lunging to his feet, the crossbow forgotten.

      He jabbed at the man from the Order, the attacker eyeing his dagger, but then he began to build again, swirling in a flaming spiral pattern that targeted Ty.

      He slashed at it, the dragon-bone remnant taking on some of the heat, filling his hand with the warmth, which wasn’t terribly unpleasant. The flame sputtered for a moment. He used that moment and charged at the Order, slamming his shoulder into him. Ty wasn’t the largest of men, not nearly as big as Eastley, but the sudden movement surprised the man.

      He tumbled, stumbling back, and Ty was upon him. He brought his fist up, and then twisted it, ramming the hilt of the dagger into the man’s forehead.

      He got up, ready for another attack, but Gayal had finished with the other two.

      She frowned at him, her gaze darting from the dragon-bone dagger in his hand to the crossbow that he had dropped.

      “This would have been easier had you any way of connecting to it.”

      The burning was there in his belly but faint, as if the dragon had retreated.

      Could the dragon have been scared?

      “I know that it would’ve been easier, but I can’t make it responded to me.”

      “You’re going to have to find a way to do so,” she said and sighed. “If the Order is not done with what they intend in the kingdom, then you must be ready. Practice. That is what you need. I have given you the basic lessons. Until you manage to perfect what you have been taught, you will not be of any use to the king.” She started away from him, heading toward one of the fallen men. Her shadows swirled around her.

      Ty waited for a moment. “What if I don’t want to be of any use to the king? What if all I care about is stopping Roson James?”

      But it wasn’t just stopping him that Ty cared about. He wanted revenge for what happened to Eastley.

      “You won’t be of much use for that, either. Master your connection to the dragon.”
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      The rocky point of the Dragon’s Jaw stretched high overhead. Ty kept his back pressed against the stone, feeling the strange warmth of the rock as he looked around and tried to decide which way he needed to go. The wind was calm, as it often was in this part of the kingdom. It carried the strange smells of the city, even out here on the outskirts, near the mountainous Dragon’s Jaw and away from anything that would normally make him think of the city.

      He checked his equipment. He had his dragon-bone dagger, the surface of which he traced his fingers along, feeling for the leather-wrapped hilt to ensure that it was safely tucked away, and he had the crossbow hooked to his belt, feeling somewhat unwieldy. It was better, he figured, to be prepared, especially given the Order of the Flame’s interest in targeting him.

      A strange cawing sound echoed in the distance, and Ty looked up, though he didn’t see anything out there. There was a hint of sound that suggested to him that it might’ve been one of the king’s small dragons that he had seen when he had visited the Hatchery with Gayal, though he’d never seen them wandering freely throughout the capital. The only time that he saw dragons out in the open had been within Zarinth, and that was because the king had used them as a show of force, primarily for Lothinal.

      He looked up at the rocky surface. It was long past time he continued his climb.

      He kept trying to reach for the dragon the way Gayal wanted, but he still struggled to make the connection. Like now. There were even times when the dragon seemed to disappear, though Ty wasn’t entirely sure if it truly had left or whether that was his imagination. It seemed as if he often woke in the morning with a feeling of smoke drifting around the room and occasionally with the burning within him, all of which left him wondering whether or not the dragon had been active while he was sleeping.

      Despite training with Gayal, Ty hadn’t learned anything about his brother, Albion. He’d been released from prison, but then had disappeared again, fading like the smoke dragon itself. And Gayal hadn’t been concerned the way Ty was.

      Which was why he wanted to come up here.

      His brother had been imprisoned here as bait to try to draw out the Lothinal influence within the kingdom, which had ended, but Ty still hadn’t spoken to Albion since then. All he had were his brother’s request that he go looking for answers within the Flame, nothing more than that. Nothing that would help him know his brother any better than he already had.

      That seemed to be how Albion operated these days. All in secrets.

      He shifted, finding a handhold within the rock and pulling himself up.

      He didn’t hear anything moving nearby, but he had to be careful. There was always the risk of the soldiers noticing that he climbed through here. He had been cautious about revealing his presence, not wanting to draw any notice, since Gayal warned that he couldn’t reveal too much about his intentions. It was dangerous to do so, mostly because it meant that he would reveal information about the Tecal, something he intended to keep secret.

      Another shift, and once again he looked, testing to make sure that there was no other movement.

      He had to be as careful as possible here, staying alert for a sign of any of the soldiers, but the closer he got to the hidden prison within the Dragon’s Jaw, the more likely Ty thought it would be that he would encounter some of the soldiers. They were generally hidden, but they had their own way of sneaking around the rock face and getting to their prisoners. He had to take a much more roundabout approach.

      He reached an opening. In his mind, he imagined it something like hiding between two massive dragon teeth, as if the jaws themselves had somehow opened up to permit him in, though he knew that was little more than personal make believe.

      He remained pressed in the opening, holding his arms and legs out, trying to lodge himself in such a way that he could shimmy up the side of the rock. A little bit higher, and he would be able to reach another opening.

      He climbed a little farther and then found a path through the rock. It was the path he needed to take. The only other time he’d come here, he’d had no idea what he might find and still didn’t really know much about it. He couldn’t guess why they would have used this space to hide Albion. Roson James had thought that he could use this prison to force Albion to reveal more of his reason for going to Zarinth, but he had not known the truth. Ty wondered if he even could. He wondered if such a thing were possible for someone like Roson James to understand. His brother had done it because he followed the Flame. What did Roson James follow?

      He scrambled forward along the path, keeping his head down, and unsheathed his dragon-bone dagger. With each step, Ty attempted to reach into the connection he shared with the smoke dragon, but with each step he found it missing.

      The dragon was there. From the occasional burning in his belly, he was certain the connection remained, as he had encountered it far too many times accidentally. It was just that the control over it never seemed to happen when he wanted it. At times, the dragon knew he wanted its attention and ignored his request.

      It was different than when he could feel the emptiness. At least in this case, Ty was aware of the presence of the dragon, and he could feel that burning sensation deep within himself, though feeling it and being able to do anything about it were different matters, and he had been unable to find any way to summon power. Much like now.

      Ty slipped forward again, only to hear a soft voice in the distance.

      Soldiers.

      He froze, pressing himself against the rock. As far he could tell, he would be hidden here. He didn’t have to worry about the soldiers recognizing that he was in this location unless they had some way of hearing him moving.

      He saw nothing.

      A hint of shadow off to his side caught his attention.

      He huddled against the rock and didn’t move. He needed to hide. The smoke dragon should’ve been able to help, but so far when he had tried to summon that assistance, the smoke dragon hadn’t responded.

      Gayal had taught him how to focus.

      It was a matter of trying to reach the heat within his belly.

      It was something that Ty wasn’t even fully aware of, though he had felt it enough times that he recognized it. The pressure built within him. He tried to focus on that pressure, trying to wrap it in a band of control, using lessons Gayal had given him ever since coming to the capital, but nothing seemed to work.

      He sensed movement.

      Voices came closer as well. He was aware of how close they were getting, and he started to slip back, moving into the darkness.

      His foot slipped.

      It scraped over stone.

      A shout rang out in front of him.

      Ty scrambled back, not wanting to get caught. He wasn’t in any real danger were he to be captured, at least not that he thought. The Tecal could get him freed. Gayal could do something, if he were willing and able to reveal that he worked with them. Still, he suspected that any discovery of his presence here would only lead to some disappointment.

      He was still just an apprentice, though an old one. It meant that he didn’t have any way of ensuring his safety if he were to be captured. Gayal certainly wouldn’t help.

      Part of it was his own pride, though. Ty didn’t want to be caught. He was a thief. Perhaps not as skilled as his brother had been, but that didn’t mean that he felt like he should be caught sneaking through here. In fact, he thought that he should’ve been able to do so as quietly as his brother, especially if he could manage some connection to the smoke dragon. Somehow he had to learn.

      It was that connection the ghost king would value, were he to choose to work for the king. He wanted answers and to understand the dragon, so would continue to serve. If he were forced to be a thief again…

      He hated that he had made too much noise. Normally, he was a much better sneak than this. He had trained and worked as a thief, and that should’ve been enough for him to be able to navigate the stone without getting caught, but he had been too curious, wanting to get closer so that he could learn something about his brother, even though there might not be anything that he could learn.

      “I think it’s back here,” a voice said, drifting closer to him.

      Ty crept back, trying to slide into the rock, hiding his presence as much as he could. He didn’t see anything, though he could hear it near him.

      “Where?” another voice asked. “All I see is this damn crevice.”

      Maybe he would be fine. If he were lucky, they wouldn’t be able to get through the rock, and he wouldn’t have to fear whether there was anybody sneaking up on him.

      “Look,” the first man said, his voice carrying around the stone. “There’s an opening here.”

      “We’re going to have to seal that off. Can’t have anybody coming up through here.”

      Boots scraped along stone and the men grunted as they crawled forward. It wouldn’t be long before they reached him. Ty slipped back, staying in the shadows, trying to press his back along the stone. All he wanted was to see his brother.

      He needed to get away from here before somebody crawled through and found him.

      If only the damn smoke dragon would react to him, help him, though it didn’t seem as if it had any interest in participating in the training he was a part of. If he couldn’t learn how to control it, he would never learn how to be a Tecal, and then…

      He had no idea what would happen then. He could return to Zarinth, but what would happen when he went back? He had never really wanted to be a thief. He had done so because it was his way of finding information about his parents and where they had gone missing, but now thieving wasn’t the key to answers for him. Understanding this dragon, learning what it meant to be a Tecal, and using the resources that would open up before him were what he could do now.

      He slipped backward, keeping hidden. It was best to remain as hidden as possible, to avoid the guards and keep them from realizing where he was.

      His boots scraped against the stone again.

      It was the irregularity of the Dragon’s Jaw that kept catching his boot. Were it not for that, he thought he might’ve been able to slide through here more easily and silently, but unfortunately, his foot kept catching the stone.

      Now that the soldiers were in front of him, they knew they had something to pursue, and he would have to just run. Another failure.

      Ty wasn’t accustomed to failing. When he’d been in Zarinth, he had been a successful thief and had rarely struggled like he had ever since learning of his connection to the dragons. Ever since then, though, he had begun to find that he constantly had to question his abilities.

      He started sliding, dropping quickly now. From here, it wasn’t too far down to the ground, where he could then slip back into the city, disappear altogether, and not have to worry about the soldiers spying him, though he didn’t like the idea that he would have to retreat so far and so fast.

      Worse, having drawn attention to his presence, he had made a mess of the one access point that he had for climbing up to the Dragon’s Jaw, so now he didn’t have any way to get there without them knowing.

      A face poked out up above.

      Ty pressed flush against the stone, silently willing the smoke dragon to answer his call. All he needed was a faint stream of smoke to swirl around him, something to give him a bit of shading, so that he wasn’t quite out the open. It was late enough in the day that some haze wouldn’t be altogether surprising, and he could imagine how that smoke would swirl, providing him sufficient cover, but it never came.

      There was no surge of heat within his belly, no burst of energy that struck him. There was nothing. It was as if the smoke dragon had abandoned him altogether.

      It was the same message that Gayal had told him. He had to get control of his connection. Her lessons came back to him, but he didn’t have any way of fully connecting to the smoke dragon the way that he knew he needed. Despite everything that he had tried when it came to that dragon, he still felt as if he were barely scraping at the potential he needed.

      Ty hurried back down. It wasn’t that he feared the soldiers catching him, but he chose to treat it like a challenge. He might as well. He didn’t have anything else that he had to be doing until he was scheduled to meet with Gayal again. She had been gone for some time, and he was bored.

      He jumped down another section of the wall and then landed, twisting his ankle as he did. Ty cursed under his breath. The fire-blasted stone had grabbed his foot. It was almost as if it were trying to get him captured.

      He looked up. One of the soldiers had started to descend, creeping down the wall, backing toward him. He moved as quickly and carefully as he could, limping down the rest of the Dragon’s Jaw, staggering away and making his way toward the street.

      Somebody shouted behind him, but he ignored it, focusing instead on the outskirts of the city where he could find a way of blending in. There was still no evidence of heat in his belly, nothing that would suggest that the dragon was there, trying to come to him, offering him a bit of protection, nothing other than the emptiness that he felt.

      “You could’ve helped,” he muttered.

      There was no smoke.

      His ankle throbbed, but at least he didn’t think it was broken. He was tempted to take a seat, to test it, but if he were to do so, the soldier climbing down the wall—and moving far more quickly than he could now—would catch up to him.

      It left him with little choice but to keep moving.

      He gritted his teeth as he hobbled forward.

      In the distance, he caught sight of the outskirts of the buildings, embracing him in a faint shroud of darkness. A few people were out, meandering between the buildings, and Ty kept going until he blended into the crowd.

      It wasn’t until he passed another street that he began to relax.

      He looked over his shoulder every so often but didn’t see anybody coming after him. There was nothing back there, no shouts of soldiers, nobody who seemed to pay any mind to him. Finally, he breathed out, relaxing.

      A hint of heat flared in his belly.

      “Not now you don’t,” he muttered to the smoke dragon, though he doubted saying so would have any effect.

      He limped forward, reaching one of the side streets and then heading down it until he could see the tavern in the distance.

      In the time that he’d been in the city, he had stayed in the same place, mostly out of comfort, but partly because he didn’t really have any other place to go. Gayal hadn’t offered him any lodging, though he would’ve expected the king’s Tecal would’ve had something more formal. Maybe in the palace, but that hadn’t seemed to be the case. As far as he’d been able to tell, she didn’t even go to the palace.

      All of that left him with more questions about the ghost king. He thought that he might find answers now that he was spending time in the capital, but all he was left with were more questions. Gayal didn’t seem inclined to tell him anything, though he thought he understood. She still wasn’t sure whether she could trust him. He suspected she tried to dig deeper into his past to know if he posed a threat to the ghost king.

      Ty didn’t care if she dug. Her digging meant that she might find answers for him. More than anything, that was what he wanted. Answers. To learn what happened to his parents. To understand where those answers might be found.

      When he reached the tavern, he staggered around the back side and found the door leading into the upper rooms. He hurried upward, reached the second story hallway, and paused. The lantern flickered at the end of the hall.

      Ty studied the lantern for a moment, watching for any sign of movement, anything that would suggest he wasn’t alone, but he didn’t see anything.

      It was an old trait he had picked up from his time on the street. He had learned to watch for activity, looking at all times to ensure that he was safe and that he had not been followed, but even now he didn’t know if he might be surprised by somebody sneaking up on him.

      There was nothing.

      He hobbled down the hallway to his door, fishing a key out of his pocket, and he unlocked it, only to freeze in the doorway.

      “Damn it, Bingham. What are you doing here?”

      He grinned at him. “I figured that the two of us could talk.”

      Ty shook his head, stepping into the room, closing the door behind him and locking it. When he turned back to Bingham, he was sitting in a chair, leaning back, his arms crossed over his chest.

      He was an older man, with silver hair, silver eyes, and deep wrinkles along his forehead. A thief, and one of his first mentors, who shouldn’t have been in the city.

      “I thought you were back in Zarinth.”

      “I was. I heard you had come here, and my business carried me away from Zarinth. You know how that goes.”

      Ty frowned at him. He did know how that went, but he also wasn’t expecting Bingham to be here. Bingham looked around, his gaze darting from the narrow bed along one wall to the wardrobe at the end of it and to the small desk sitting next to the bed. It was a simple room.

      There was a time when Ty would have liked more space to spread out or cared more about the furnishings, but now that he was trying to learn something different, something that he wanted to believe was more useful than what he had done before, he didn’t really care.

      “You don’t approve?” he asked, taking a seat on the bed and leaning back. He winced when he did.

      Bingham’s gaze lingered on his ankle, frowning for a moment. “It has nothing to do with my approval. It’s just… I wasn’t expecting that you would have stayed here.”

      “I’m still trying to uncover what I can about Albion.” Gayal had made it clear that he was not to reveal his training to anyone. Even to Bingham.

      That was the hardest for him, though it surprised him that it would be. Bingham had known Ty’s mother, but he wasn’t sure how well he knew Albion. He knew Albion’s role, and he had connections that Ty didn’t, so it left Ty compelled to try to see what Bingham might know.

      “Didn’t you hear your brother was freed?”

      Ty sat up and worked his ankle. Nothing felt broken since he had been able to walk on it, but there was still some stiffness.

      There was a time when an injury like that would’ve been far more challenging to him. Maybe it still would be, depending on what Gayal asked of him. He wasn’t sure what more she might want.

      “He’s free,” Ty started, wincing a little bit as the pain flared again in his ankle. “But I haven’t been able to see him. I know he’s here somewhere.”

      “If you know he’s here, then it shouldn’t be all that difficult for you to find him.”

      He arched a brow at Bingham. “This is Albion we’re talking about.”

      “The priest.”

      “If he was only a priest, then none of this would be an issue.”

      “Did you know I heard another story about the Dragon Thief?” Bingham said, sitting up and leaning forward. “Apparently, there was another sighting recently.”

      “Was there?”

      “There was. A small city not far from the capital. Apparently, the Dragon Thief has been accused of taking a relic.”

      Ty shook his head and muttered to himself. “Bastard.”

      “You didn’t know.”

      He looked up. “Do I look like I knew?”

      Bingham shrugged.

      “That can’t be the reason that you came here,” Ty said.

      “Not particularly. I came because there was an opportunity in the city for me.”

      “It doesn’t have to do with Esme, does it?” When Bingham shrugged, Ty snorted. “You actually do care about her, don’t you?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Because I’ve never seen you care about anyone other than yourself. Well… and your business. Money. That sort of thing.”

      “I’m hurt, Tydornen. Honestly, I’m hurt. You know I care about you. That’s why I brought you along the way I did.”

      “You haven’t done anything honest in years, either. And you brought me along because you needed a thief.”

      Bingham sniffed. “I was worried about you,” he said, looking over toward the door. “When Esme sent word to me that you were staying with her—”

      “So that’s how you heard?”

      He shrugged. “You didn’t know?”

      “I didn’t know that she was reporting on my activity with you, if that’s your question.”

      “I figured you knew.”

      “How was I supposed to know? She’s my proprietor and nothing more. It’s not like I’ve been having ongoing conversations with Esme about you or anything.”

      “Maybe you should be,” he said, laughing softly.

      “Again, that’s not why I’m here.”

      Bingham clasped his hands together, tearing his gaze off the door and turning his attention back to Ty. There was concern etched in the corner of his eyes as he rubbed his thumbs together before scratching his jaw. “Tell me, Ty, why is it that you’re here? It has to do with more than your brother. If that were all it was, you would have returned to Zarinth by now. Especially given the stories of the Dragon Thief out in the open.”

      “I still haven’t had a chance to talk to Albion,” he said softly. “He has to come back at some point.”

      “Does he?” Bingham frowned, shaking his head. “Is there a reason that you think your brother needs to end up back here? He was held, and whether or not he was held with any purpose, he was still held. That has to matter in some way.”

      “With Albion’s connection to the king,” Ty started, still not certain that he could believe all that Albion had done to help the king, “he might have learned something about my parents. I don’t know how much I need to dig until I know what Albion knew.”

      It was more than just that. He didn’t want to start digging until he learned what Albion knew because Albion might push him on the right path.

      If he were willing to do so, that is.

      This was the same person who had disappeared from his life for as long as he had, practically abandoning Ty.

      “I could help,” Bingham suggested.

      Ty arched a brow. “Really? You would help me find information about my parents?”

      He had to be careful here. As far as he knew, Bingham wasn’t supposed to know about his connection to the smoke dragon. Ty wasn’t even sure how he would explain that to him.

      “You were one of my best students.”

      “I’m one of your best suppliers,” Ty said. He put a little bit of weight on his ankle, testing to see whether it would hold, and was pleased that it didn’t seem like it was going to give out on him. It still throbbed, and the pain flared briefly when he attempted to stand, but not for so long that it left him feeling like he couldn’t put some pressure on it. Hopefully it would recover fairly rapidly.

      Ever since connecting to the smoke dragon, Ty had healed faster than he ever had before. He had no idea if it was tied only to the smoke dragon or if there was something more to it, but he suspected they were peripheral effects.

      “This has nothing to do with your supply,” he said.

      “I will believe that if you return to Zarinth.”

      “You don’t want me here?”

      “It has nothing to do with what I want. It has everything to do with…” Ty shook his head, trailing off. Gayal didn’t want him to reveal anything about what he was doing here, or why, and she certainly didn’t need to reveal it to Bingham.

      He and Bingham had always had an interesting relationship. Not quite a friendship, at least, not to Ty, though he had no idea how Bingham would view him. Bingham knew Ty’s mother. Or had. They had a shared interest in dragon relics, something that Ty still didn’t fully understand, though he certainly wished that Bingham would help him know why his mother had chased dragon relics the way that she had, and for him to understand her interest in them. Bingham had not shared that.

      Which was why Ty wouldn’t share with Bingham what he was doing. Not when it came to the kind of things that he’d gotten himself into this time. Not when it came to serving the king.

      Not only the king, but to dragons as well.

      It was a strange thing to feel like he had a connection to the dragons, stranger still to realize that connection meant that he was somehow different, somehow essential to the kingdom. Especially after what he’d gone through with Roson James, having seen the way that he was willing to attack people within the kingdom, willing to harm and kill and do whatever he wanted in order to take the dragons.

      Ty hadn’t necessarily had any real connection to the dragons before, but the smoke dragon had done something, had bonded to him, and he wanted to better understand it.

      Though that wasn’t the only reason he had come so willingly to the capital.

      “How much of it has to do with that young Tecal?” Bingham asked.

      “You think she’s young?”

      “She’s certainly younger than me,” Bingham said.

      He shifted his weight again, testing his ankle. It seemed like it was less painful than it had been. Maybe he hadn’t landed quite as hard as he thought.

      He tried to focus for a moment, wondering if he might feel any hint of the smoke dragon buried within him. From what Gayal had told him, there would be a hint of heat working through his belly, something to suggest that the dragon remained there for him, but he didn’t feel it.

      “Pretty much everybody is younger than you.”

      “That just hurts, Ty.”

      “I’m sure. You and your sensitive heart. How is Esme, by the way?”

      “As I said, you have been—”

      “I know that I’ve been here, but I also know the two of you have some unfinished business. I keep waiting for you to move back to the capital to rekindle your flames.”

      “Well…”

      Ty frowned at him. “Well what?”

      “Well, I have given it some thought. Business in Zarinth has become a little bit more difficult these days.”

      “Because I’m gone?”

      Bingham snorted. “You aren’t my only supplier,” Bingham said.

      “Well, you do have Olivia,” Ty said. Though he wasn’t sure if Bingham still worked with Olivia. After she had betrayed him, attempting to steal the dauvern from him, he wasn’t sure if Bingham would still work with her—though knowing Bingham, and his desire to acquire wealth at any cost, he had a hard time thinking that Bingham would turn down the chance at gathering more money if it presented it to him. Always practical. That was Bingham.

      “Olivia,” Bingham said, shaking his head. “I still wish she wouldn’t have brought Eastley up there.”

      Ty had made a point of trying not to think about Eastley. They had been competitors at first and then had become closer. A friend. Somebody who understood him, and somebody who had been willing to help him.

      “I don’t want to talk about him,” he said.

      Bingham looked up at him. “Yes, I’m sure you don’t. It’s difficult to lose somebody that you are friendly with.”

      “Don’t say that as if you understand,” Ty said.

      “You don’t think that I cared about what happened to him?”

      “You care about losing your wealth, but that’s it.”

      “Careful, Ty,” Bingham said.

      “If you don’t want to tell me why you are here, then don’t, but I’m not going to have you sit around in my room, wasting my time, while I have to…” He trailed off, realizing that he had no way of telling Bingham what he had to do. He wasn’t about to share anything with him, anyway.

      “That’s fine,” Bingham said, getting to his feet. “I just wanted you to know that I was here. I might be staying for a while. Business has become difficult in Zarinth, mostly because you are gone. You should consider that a compliment, by the way. But partly because the king has sent more Dragon Touched to Zarinth, trying to make sure that Lothinal doesn’t push through near Ishantil.” He wiped his hands on his pants. “And so, I’m probably going to stay here.”

      “Not in my room.”

      Bingham scowled at him. “I wouldn’t be as forward as to assume I could stay in your room. Besides, I don’t want to get involved if you and that Tecal end up needing some quiet time to yourselves. Or not so quiet, as the case may be.”

      “Get out,” he said, waving his hand at Bingham.

      “You would dismiss an old friend so quickly?”

      Ty regarded him for a moment. Was he a friend?

      He wouldn’t have thought so. Then again, Bingham had made a point of helping him whatever he had needed it, especially lately. Maybe Bingham was more of a friend than he had realized.

      “It sounds like you aren’t going to be very far, so yes. I would dismiss an old friend so quickly.”

      “Fine. I’m just down the hall. Why don’t you get some rest, heal that ankle of yours, and then we can talk about what we need to do to figure out what happened your brother?”

      Ty took a deep breath, letting it out slowly, and frowned at him. “You would help?”

      “Regardless of what you think of me, Tydornen, I am still here to offer whatever aid I can. Your mother would’ve wanted that.”

      His mother. Ty wasn’t exactly sure what his mother would’ve wanted out of him. Or out of Bingham.

      “So are you going to rekindle things with Esme?”

      Bingham shifted his feet, glancing to the door briefly.

      Ty started to laugh, and Bingham shot him a look. Ty shrugged. “It seems that she makes you uncomfortable.”

      “More than I care to admit,” he said softly. He stepped out of the room, pausing at the door. “I would like to talk about why you are in the city. When you’re ready.” He regarded him for a long moment. There was something almost knowing in his eyes.

      When he left, Ty sat back, crossing his arms over his chest and trying to focus on the heat within him, trying to find a way to reach the dragon, but failing. He grabbed the dragon-bone dagger and flipped it, feeling for something within it that might provide him with a connection to it, to the dragons, but there was nothing there.

      Regardless of what he might try, the connection to the dragons remained absent. It was a promise, nothing more than that, and it was a promise that he had continued to fail to reach.

      And now he had Bingham here.

      Bingham had come here for more than what he had admitted. Ty knew that about him. There was always something more when it came to Bingham. Maybe it was simply about a desire to reconnect with Esme, or maybe that was just a part of something more, but there was a reason behind it.

      Ty didn’t think the reason was him. At least, he didn’t believe it was entirely him, but what was it?

      Ty sat back, staring at the wall, his mind drifting and coming up with no better answer than what he had before.
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      The Dragon’s Jaw towered in the distance. It was far easier to make out the details from where he stood, so far removed from the outskirts of the city. The city itself sat inside the Jaw, contained by the strange mountain’s structure. Everything inside the Jaw was perpetually cast in shadows, the sun always stretching through those massive fingers of rock, always leaving slithering shadows across the city itself. The shade was enough that he should’ve been able to hide anywhere within the city, at any time of day, though Ty had found that it was more difficult than he would’ve expected.

      “You’re distracted.”

      He looked over at Gayal. She crouched next to a small stream, her dark shadow dragon cloak hanging around her, still and motionless the way that it often was. She glanced up at him, a bit of a smile on her deeply tanned face, her dark hair hanging to her shoulders.

      “I’m distracted. Bingham showed up.”

      He’d been trying to figure out how to tell her ever since they had headed out of the city for their training session, but he hadn’t been able to come up with the right way to phrase it. Gayal didn’t want him to have secrets from her, and for the most part he understood her reasoning and thought that it made sense, but partly he suspected it was because she wanted to have control over what he did and who he interacted with—as if she could control him.

      “I suspected he would eventually make his way here,” she said.

      He frowned at her. “You suspected he would? Bingham had a stable operation in Zarinth.” There was no point in denying the kind of work that Bingham did, especially not to Gayal, who had observed it firsthand. And at this point, he no longer thought that Gayal would be the one to report him to the king. At least not for that.

      “I think that one has something more to him than just the operation he claimed.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      As one of the Tecal, she might know things about Bingham. Perhaps she knew more than he had realized.

      “I haven’t been able to uncover anything quite yet, but that doesn’t mean that I won’t. He is here for some other reason.”

      Ty frowned. “Me?” That didn’t seem like Bingham, but perhaps she knew something more that he did.

      Gayal stood, wiping her hands on her pants. The bottom of the cloak began to shift and slide around, as if it were alive. “I’m not so sure if it’s with you, or if he is after something else.”

      “Well, he does have an old flame here.”

      “Really?” Gayal tipped her head, turning to look back at the city and frowning. “I wouldn’t have expected him to be the kind to take up with anyone.”

      “I’m not so sure that he truly took up with her so much as he had a brief fling with her.” Ty shrugged. “It’s hard to know when it comes to Bingham, though. The more you get to know him, the more you will see that.”

      “I don’t know if I will get to know him.”

      He opened his mouth to say something before realizing that he had assumed that because he was working with her, she would have any interest in getting to know the people he spent time with. That wasn’t the way it worked.

      He was training to become a Tecal, trying to learn how to use the connection to the dragons and training to try to better understand what that meant for him, but that didn’t mean that he was somehow going to be friends with her.

      They were friendly. It was better than they had been when he had first met her. Then there had been a sense of fear—mostly from him—about what she wanted from him.

      But friendliness only went so far. She still wanted something from him. If he couldn’t understand the smoke dragon and his connection to it, he wondered just how well she would treat him.

      Gayal looked at him. “Have you been trying to reach for the power?”

      “I’ve been trying, but I haven’t been able to do anything with it,” Ty said.

      He focused on the energy within him the way that Gayal had tried to instruct him, but it didn’t respond the way he needed it to. If only he could figure out some aspect of the power, some way to tap into it.

      “There have been rumors of clouds of smoke throughout the city,” Gayal said to him.

      “I’m not doing anything with it,” he said.

      “I know, and that’s the problem,” she said to him. “If you were doing something, and if you somehow had a way to control it, we would be in a better situation. I want you to have that control.”

      “So do I,” Ty said.

      “What happens when you try to focus on it?”

      “I can feel the dragon, but it’s faint.” Even in that, Ty didn’t know if what he felt was really the dragon or if it was his imagination, a hint of power that he only believed he had.

      “You need to keep reaching for that burning, the heat of the dragon, and keep focusing on what it will take to find that smoke and heat within you.”

      “I’ve tried, and…” It was the same lesson that she had given to him recently, ever since she had uncovered his connection to the smoke dragon. She had tried to help him, at least as much as she could, but Ty had not been able to learn anything more about the smoke dragon, nor had he been able to find the connection that she believed he had.

      What if the smoke dragon were escaping from him without his control…

      Control.

      That was the message that she had given to him.

      Control was the key. His. The dragon’s. Both of them.

      And they were linked, but he was the key to it.

      Ty wasn’t exactly sure how, nor was he sure what it meant.

      But from the way she looked at him, he had a distinct sense that his failings were significant.

      “I know you’ve tried.” She motioned for him to follow.

      “What are we doing out here?” Ty asked, deciding that he needed to at least change the topic of conversation. He didn’t want to try to think through anything more and risk angering her.

      “We came out here to see if I couldn’t help with your training. There is only so much that I can do for you, especially with what has been asked of me. It is time that you get the help that you need.” She glanced over to Ty. “Having a dragon is a great honor, but it is also a responsibility. These dragons, especially with the way they connect to the Tecal, require someone with training. And you barely can find the presence of this dragon.”

      He shrugged. “There’ve been times I think that the dragon is there, but I haven’t managed to get the dragon to show himself. And certainly not when I needed him.”

      Gayal frowned at him. “Why would you have needed him?”

      He turned away. He had to be careful with what he said to her, not wanting her to think that he was doing anything that he wasn’t supposed to be doing. Then again, other than reaching the dragon, Ty wasn’t sure what he was supposed to be doing. Maybe that was all it was for him.

      There was a steady dull ache within it, one that suggested that the pain would linger, and the more that he walked on it the more that pain persisted. He didn’t want to keep on his foot any longer than necessary, but at the same time he also didn’t want to tell her why he couldn’t walk.

      “I don’t know. Maybe I still want to take some jobs.”

      Gayal grunted. “You do realize that if you pull any of your old jobs, I won’t be able to protect you.”

      “You could. You’re just not willing to protect me.”

      “That is no different. You are to serve the king.”

      “The ghost king I’ve never met?”

      “You will. In time.”

      He doubted that he would ever get to meet the king. No one did.

      The ghost king was a mystery to him, even more so now that he was within the capital. When he had been in Zarinth, the ghost king was simply that—a ghost. Little more than story and myth. Now that he was in the capital, having seen the palace himself, and working with those who supposedly also worked with the ghost king, he expected to have more information, but there had been none.

      “I will serve the king, but I hope to have answers as I do.”

      Ty needed to be careful with Gayal and comments like that. She might overlook them sometimes, but she still served the king.

      “I have been looking for your answers. Unfortunately, it is difficult to find what happened to your parents. I will keep looking, as I promised, but you must keep working with me and your dragon, as you promised.”

      If he could find his brother, then maybe he would find a different kind of answer. Albion might know something.

      She looked back at the city, tilting her head in the strange way that she had, almost as if breathing in the city. “Anyway, the reason we’re out here is so that you can try to uncover a different connection to the dragon. The last attack has demonstrated that you need to master your connection.”

      She directed her gaze up and down him, almost appraisingly, and had he not known that she was looking for any evidence of the smoke dragon, he would’ve felt as if she were looking for a different reason. Ty wouldn’t have been opposed to it—she had a darkly dangerous quality about her that he found appealing—but in the time he’d been in the city, he hadn’t gotten the sense from her that she was interested in him in that way.

      “Do you feel anything when it comes to the dragon?”

      “Like I said, I don’t feel anything most the time,” he said.

      “Most of the time?”

      “Well, I occasionally feel something.” He shrugged, looking around the rolling landscape. The plains outside Carn were so different than what he knew back in his home. When he’d lived in Zarinth, all he’d known was the jungle and the mountains leading up to the volcano. The city sat at the base of the mountain, and there was always the looming presence of Ishantil, an ever-present sensation, always something that left him aware of the power of the volcano. There had been the threat of the eruption, and when it had finally calmed, he had started to feel as if maybe there was something more to it, something like the priests believed about it. The power of the Flame, were he honest with himself.

      “What have you detected?” Gayal asked.

      He focused again. “It’s just the burning you told me I need to capture.”

      “That is one step in it. You will feel that burning, and from there you need to understand that burning leads to something greater. But first, you must feel that connection.”

      “When I do, it is fleeting.”

      That was what annoyed him the most. It was the fleeting nature of the power, the fact that he could not detect it consistently.

      “Fleeting is a start,” Gayal said. She nodded and pointed for them to head across the ground. “There’s a place that I would like to take you.”

      He watched her and had a sense of the shadow dragon hanging like a cloak from her, as if watching him. “What kind of a place is this?”

      “The kind of place that will help you understand what you need to know as you continue to progress. We understand that Lothinal has been making their desires known, and it is up to us to be ready, to ensure that they do not overwhelm us.” She looked over at him. “And it is up to you to understand what is required to control the dragon that you have now connected to. We need that smoke dragon.”

      Need.

      He understood that the smoke dragon that he was connected to was necessary; it was just that he also had no idea how he was supposed to do anything with it. He rarely even felt the burning of that smoke dragon deep within him the way that he thought he would need to in order for him to have any connection to it. It was there occasionally but not consistently. Certainly not consistently enough for him to feel as if it could benefit the kingdom.

      “You need the dragon to stop Roson James?” He looked over to her. “He wants the dauvern so that he can steal dragons.”

      Or some of them, as the case may be. Ty didn’t know if it was so much about summoning or if it was more about the idea of calling to them.

      At this point, it was difficult for him to know with any certainty.

      “That we know of,” Gayal said. “He has power that’s different than what the kingdom has. He is dangerous.”

      “I know he’s dangerous,” he said.

      Ty knew more than most, he figured. He was one who had faced Roson James the most, and he had been attacked by him more times than he cared to remember. But it was more than that. Roson James had taken a friend from him.

      Eastley had wanted vengeance for what Roson James had done to him and had died for it. Now Ty wanted the same vengeance. Did that mean that he would die for it as well?

      Not if he could understand this dragon. It might protect him. It might connect him.

      It might do nothing.

      He might be in just as much danger as Eastley had been. He was poorly trained so far, and though he might have the potential to use the dragon, there was also the potential that he could do nothing.

      Gayal motioned for him to follow. They crossed the plains, sweeping through the grasses, and he pushed those thoughts out of his mind. They did no good. Maybe it was just Bingham coming back to the city and bringing with him the memories of who he had been, things that he had done.

      Ty was a thief.

      Coming to the capital, training with Gayal, did nothing to change that.

      That was who he had been and what he had become.

      It was a choice he’d intentionally made, the same way Albion had intentionally made a choice to become the Dragon Thief.

      “Would you care to tell me where you’re taking me?”

      “I’m taking you someplace for you to work. To study. And hopefully find a way to connect to the dragon of yours.”

      “Why not you?”

      Gayal glanced over. “How long have the two of us worked together?”

      “Only a few weeks.”

      She smiled tightly. “Only a few weeks. And in that time, neither of us have managed to help you connect to your dragon as effectively as you should. And we still remember the threat of the Order, but you are unable to do anything to oppose them.”

      That wasn’t entirely true. He had the crossbow, but he knew what she meant. “No, but I don’t know if I would’ve expected to have connected to it so quickly.”

      “Perhaps not,” she said. “But at same time, I wonder if we’re running out of time.” She sighed as she looked at him. For a moment, he had a fleeting feeling that stirred within him, as if she looked at him with an interest in her gaze, but it faded. “Roson James will not linger without making his real move,” she said. “Unfortunately, he now knows about you, and he knows about your connection to the dragon. He will plan something. And unless we are ready for it, he may surprise us. We can’t have him obstructing us.”

      It was more than just that, but he sensed a reluctance from her to say or admit anything more. Maybe it was simply the fact that Gayal had been surprised by Roson James, as well. Maybe it was because Gayal had managed to stop him. Or maybe it was because Gayal had revealed the presence of her dragon to Roson James, all in order to protect Ty.

      “So if you aren’t able to help me, then what are you going to do? Are you going to get a dragon to try to tear the power out of me?”

      She chuckled. “That may not be a bad idea, but no. Unfortunately, I don’t know that we have any dragons that would be capable of pulling power out of somebody. Maybe there once were, but not here, not now.”

      “We could go to the lands where there are dragons,” he said.

      He was only half joking. He didn’t really want to go to other lands where there might be more dragons, mostly because he had no idea what to expect, but he also thought they were likely more powerful than what they had around here. There was another side of him, though, that was curious. He wondered whether or not he could go to some other land and learn about the dragons and whether he could find a connection to them. All he wanted at this point was to find what happened to his parents. If that meant that he had to serve the king, then he thought he was willing to do that. At least for now.

      He wasn’t even sure how to explain why he felt as strongly as he did about finding his parents. He was an adult now, and they had abandoned him years ago, but in a way he remained little more than a child trapped, left alone, scared, and forced to learn to live on his own without their help. It was that part that wanted answers, but it was also that part that wanted closure more than anything else.

      “Unfortunately, we don’t have any way of doing that, either,” she said. “Those lands are beyond the borders and beyond our ability to go safely. Dragon Touched and Tecal have tried but failed to find anything beyond.”

      The comment brought him back suddenly. Ty’s thoughts had been wandering, thinking about his parents again, though he probably shouldn’t. These days, those thoughts served no purpose for him. All they did was try to connect him to nothing. He had wasted so much time and energy and his life searching for them. Maybe he would’ve learned about his connection to dragons sooner had he not.

      “You’ve gone looking for dragons?”

      “Not me, but others have. The dragons are gone, other than what we have here.”

      The dragon cloak fluttered a moment before falling still.

      The dragons were gone. The dragons that remained were different than the dragons in stories. Not only the stunted dragons he’d seen in the Hatchery, but the dragons like the shadow dragon and the smoke dragon were different.

      “Let’s keep moving,” she said softly.

      He nodded into the distance and saw a strange grouping of massive boulders situated on the plain. Had he not crossed through the grasses, he wouldn’t have seen them. He wondered if they would even be visible from the Dragon’s Jaw as well. Maybe they wouldn’t. He followed Gayal as they headed straight toward the stones, but when they reached them she paused outside, looking at the rocks. Something in her expression changing.

      “I do wish I would have been able to reach your connection to the dragons—or dragon.”

      She closed her eyes, and it seemed as if her lips moved almost silently, as if she were talking to himself… or talking to her dragon. What troubled her so much that she didn’t want to look over at him? There was some reason, though he had no idea what it was, why she would be looking away from him.

      When he opened his eyes and looked over at her, she nodded.

      “What’s going on?” Ty asked. “What aren’t you telling me, Gayal?”

      “Nothing more than a continuation of your studies.” They stepped between an opening in the rock and stopped, looking around. Shadows circled around the inside of the opening.

      It was as if the bright sunlight that had been shining down overhead suddenly faded. A dark cloud covered him. He looked up, and there was no sky, nothing but darkness.

      “Gayal?”

      “Careful,” she whispered.

      “What is this place?”

      “A training ground for Tecal. It’s a place that will not be observed by outsiders unless they know the secret of it.”

      “And the secret is…”

      “Dragons.”

      She headed forward. Everything around them was dark, dim, and he struggled to try to make out anything more. A figure sat in the middle of a ring of stone, darkness shrouding them.

      For a moment—only a moment, nothing more—Ty believed that maybe it was Bingham. Ty had no reason to believe he had any real connection to the dragons. Bingham had always had an interest in dragon relics. Could he have a connection to dragons that he didn’t know about?

      Still, in that moment, as he looked over at him, he could feel some strangeness, then a familiarity, and he began to wonder.

      “Who is that?” he whispered.

      “His name is Dorian Asar. He is one of the Tecal.”

      There was a hint of concern in her voice, a quavering in the way that she said it that left him feeling apprehensive as well. “Who is Dorian?”

      The figure got to his feet and light began to glow around him, a strange bright light that started at his feet and shone up toward his face. Strangely, it did nothing to illuminate his features. He was still cast in shadows, as if the darkness swirled around him.

      “Is this him?” The voice was deep, dangerous, and tinged with a bit of anger.

      “This is who I’ve been telling you about,” Gayal said. “I have been working with him, and I have—”

      “Failed,” Dorian said, striding toward them. The light shifted as he walked, almost as if it were sliding across the ground with him, but it did nothing to illuminate anything.

      With a start, he realized that Dorian must have some sort of shadow dragon the same way Gayal did, though how could they be so common as that?

      “Are you able to learn?” he asked.

      Ty stared at him. “I don’t know. Gayal’s been trying to work with me, but I haven’t been able to reach a connection to the dragons consistently. I am trying, but—”

      “Are you able to learn?”

      He frowned, glancing over at Gayal before turning his attention back to Dorian. “I was answering, but you didn’t give me a chance to finish.” He needed to be more careful, especially as he didn’t know much about the Tecal other than what he had seen from Gayal. “I don’t need this. I can return to Zarinth if Gayal can’t teach me.”

      “Are you able to learn?” Dorian asked.

      For the first time, Ty felt something different. It seemed to reverberate within him, though it was not to him that the question had been asked.

      He realized almost too late.

      Dorian wasn’t talking to him. He was asking the question, but he was asking it of the smoke dragon.
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      A stirring started deep in his belly and began to flutter with a bit of heat, and then it worked its way down his legs, up into his chest, and down his arms. Slowly, a hint of smoke began to stream out before it retreated, drawn back inside of him.

      Dorian looked up. Gradually, the darkness began to fade although the light shining upon him did not. He stood in front of him, dressed in a black cloak that was inky dark and blacker than any night, and watched him.

      “An interesting creature.”

      Something in his tone of voice had shifted. It was no longer as dark or dangerous as it had been before. Was that all for show? Could the theatrics have been for the dragon and not for him?

      “I haven’t been able to coax it,” Gayal said.

      “Of course not. You’re dealing with someone untrained, with a dragon that is nontraditional, and you would not be able to coax it into a typical sort of rapport,” Dorian said to Gayal. “But it shows potential. Perhaps it’s weak. Only time will tell.”

      “The dragon is weak, or I am?” Ty asked.

      Dorian frowned at him. He could see a bit through the shadows of his cloak, but not much. He had a sense of age and nothing more than that. The darkness that had surrounded them was gone, though not completely. He only caught snippets of the bright shining sky through a layer of shadow that hung over everything.

      “That remains to be seen,” Dorian said.

      “You will work with him while I’m gone?” Gayal asked.

      “Gone?” Ty asked, turning to her. “Where are you going?”

      She shook her head. “The king demands my service elsewhere.”

      That meant that she would be leaving.

      Thankfully, Bingham had shown up, but he still didn’t know anybody in the capital. He didn’t know anybody else in the world where he was working. All he knew was Gayal and what she had taught him about his connection to the dragon.

      Without her…

      Ty didn’t have any idea what would happen to him.

      “Not now. I will return, but unfortunately, it may be longer than the last time.” She turned her attention to Dorian. “Thank you for working with him.”

      As Gayal started to turn, Ty leaned close to her. He was careful not to get too close to her, careful about what he might say, and concerned about how it might appear as if he were acting too forward.

      “I am pursuing Roson James,” she said, glancing up at him. Her cloak fluttered slightly, as if in some unseen breeze. The dragon that formed the cloak was there, though Ty couldn’t tell anything from it.

      “I could go with you. I know Roson James. At least, I know him as well as anybody could. I could help.”

      “You aren’t ready. And the king needs this done now.”

      Did that mean that she had spoken to the king?

      That surprised him. Maybe it shouldn’t have.

      “What if he is no longer in the kingdom?”

      Ty didn’t think that was the case. Roson James hadn’t accomplished what he wanted. He wanted the dauvern. He wanted to control dragons. Now that he knew about the smoke dragon, it seemed to Ty that he would still come after him. Perhaps after the Tecal. Until he had control over his dragon, others were in danger. The dragon itself might be in danger.

      “Work with Dorian,” Gayal said. “When I return, perhaps you will have progressed enough that you can assist with this.”

      “And if I can’t?”

      Gayal shook her head. “You can still serve the king.”

      He waited for a moment before turning back to Dorian. Dorian watched him, and the darkness that he’d seen in him initially was still there, swirling around him, though at least now he thought he understood.

      “So you control a shadow dragon?” Ty asked.

      “Is that what you believe?” Dorian asked.

      “I don’t know. I’m still trying to learn as much as I can about these dragons and what they mean and everything that’s involved. I simply don’t know.”

      Dorian turned away, and the darkness trailed after him. “What has she told you?”

      “It’s not so much what she’s told me as what she’s shown me. She walked me through the Hatchery, and I saw the dragons there.”

      He knew the dragons from the Hatchery were different than the dragons that were connected to the Tecal. He suspected Dorian had his own dragon that he was connected to, which left Ty trying to understand why and what it meant.

      He turned back to him. “You asked about my dragons.”

      Ty blinked, realizing just what he was saying. “Dragons?”

      Dorian tipped his head in a nod.

      “How many dragons are we talking about?”

      “How many dragons do you detect?”

      Ty shook his head. “I don’t know. I…” He didn’t know anything about Tecal having more than one dragon. He thought that there was just one. One dragon per Tecal. Wasn’t that the case? If it wasn’t, then why wouldn’t Gayal have told him? Unless it was uncommon.

      “How many dragons is it?” Ty asked.

      “Look around and tell me how many you see.”

      Ty searched around him. All he saw was the darkness. He didn’t think there was anything more than just the one.

      “I don’t know. You have a shadow dragon.”

      He nodded. “Is that all?”

      Ty shrugged. “Well, Gayal has a shadow dragon.”

      “She does. A powerful one at that.”

      He hadn’t known that. The only thing he really knew about it was that it had its own ability to conceal itself around her, cloaking her, though he had seen how the shadow dragon had absorbed Roson’s attack, so he supposed that he knew that the dragon was powerful.

      “So you have at least one shadow dragon,” Ty said. He wasn’t ruling out the possibility that the Tecal had more than one, but if that were the case, then how was he supposed to separate out more than one of those dark dragons? It seemed impossible to even consider the possibility that there was more than one.

      “We can agree that there is but one shadow dragon,” Dorian said.

      “We can?”

      He chuckled. “If you have doubts, then perhaps the two of us can work with the dragon, but only after you prove yourself.”

      “Prove myself with what?”

      “Your observations.”

      It was a test, and he had no idea whether or not it mattered if he passed, other than the fact that he might need to have Dorian’s approval to continue progressing with his understanding of the dragons.

      At this point, with Gayal gone, Ty didn’t know if he wanted to continue with his studies, though maybe he did want to understand how to control his dragon and use that power. There was no doubt in his mind that his power could be useful to him, if only he could make that connection.

      If Ty were ever to find his parents, and if he ever were to figure out what was going on with his brother, then he would need the dragon.

      It was more than that.

      It was about making sure he was safe. It was about making sure that he had a way of countering Roson James if he came back. Roson James knew about his smoke dragon. He knew about the Tecal and their dragons. And he knew about the dauvern. If he were to somehow steal it from Ty, or if he were to somehow learn how to make something similar, then the dragon that he had connected to, along with those of the Tecal, would no longer be safe.

      And that seemed to be the most significant thing of all.

      Ty looked at the ground, at the glowing circle around him.

      “You have some sort of light dragon, as well,” he said.

      Dorian nodded, and the light began to build, crawling around him, and for a moment it took on a vaguely dragon-like shape before it faded, disappearing underneath the cloak of shadows that he wore.

      “How did you connect to two dragons?”

      “Is it only two?”

      “You’ve only shown me two.”

      “Have I?”

      “You told me to assume there was only one shadow dragon, and if there was only one light dragon, how many other dragons do you have?”

      “What else have you felt in your time here?”

      Ty shook his head, looking around the inside of the clearing, and frowned. “I don’t know. I’m on a grassy plain, surrounded by rocks, and…”

      He looked at the rocks. In the time that he’d been here, he hadn’t paid as much attention to the rocks as perhaps he should have.

      He was a thief. He had thought himself a skilled one too. Part of that training had involved learning to observe, to be prepared, and to be ready for anything to change. And for whatever reason, he had simply not paid attention to everything the way that he should have when he had come here with Gayal.

      Now that he looked around, he started to wonder.

      Maybe the rocks shouldn’t be here.

      He headed over to one of them and ran his hand along the surface of it. It was warm—much warmer than any rock in the sun should be.

      He turned back to him. “Some sort of stone dragon, as well.”

      Dorian nodded. “Very well. There is one more, but it’s doubtful you would discover it. There has only been one who has ever discovered that dragon.”

      Ty raised his hand. “If there’s one more, then give me a chance to find it.”

      He made a circle around Dorian. He studied him. The darkness swirled around him, that of the shadow dragon, and now that he knew that the light had been from another dragon, it gave him a different appreciation of everything around him. How much of this was truly influenced by some well-controlled dragons?

      He thought about what he’d seen with the smoke dragon and the way the smoke dragon had worked for him in the past. Maybe it wouldn’t be quite like that, though he had a feeling that Dorian had some control over his dragons that others would not.

      Ty turned slowly, regarding everything around him. If the rocks were some sort of stone dragon, what else might be dragon-like in here? He took a deep breath and realized something was missing.

      The smells of the plains.

      When he had first come out onto the plain with Gayal, there had been the scent of grass, the occasional meadow flower, and there had been the wet, damp scent of the stream that had run through.

      None of that was here.

      Maybe that was simply muted by the shadow dragon, but he didn’t think so. And if the stone dragon were there, he would’ve expected something from that, as well.

      Ty frowned at him. “You have to have some dragon that can mute the wind.”

      Dorian clasped his hands together in front of himself. “Interesting. What makes you think that?”

      Ty turned and waved all around him. “The air is still. There’s no smell upon it. There’s no sound other than the two of us.”

      “Very good.” With that, he spread his hands, and the darkness evaporated, the rocks disappeared, and the air suddenly carried with it a steady breeze that carried the smells of the grassy plain all around them.

      Ty blinked, too surprised to react another way. “All of that was dragon controlled?”

      “All of that was connected to the dragons,” he said. “Is that what you would like to learn?”

      He could vaguely feel the heat within him, though not enough to be able to do anything with it.

      “I don’t know if the dragon I’ve connected to would permit me to.”

      “You have only to ask.”

      “I doubt it’s only asking,” Ty said.

      “Because you have not tried.” Dorian started to circle around Ty. “You have connected to a dragon, which is rare enough. It means you have potential, but now it is upon you to find and understand that potential, and it is upon you to realize that in a way that is meaningful. Otherwise, you will find yourself hampered by your inability to reach for the connection to the dragon.”

      He wasn’t so sure about that, but he wasn’t about to argue with the Tecal. “You can teach me to connect to the dragon?”

      “I can.”

      Gayal’s comment about the stories of the dragon came back to him. If the smoke dragon were drifting free of him, perhaps even causing trouble without his connection, there was a real danger to others. Ty needed help.

      “You can teach me how to make sure it stays controlled?”

      Dorian nodded at him. “What has Gayal worked with you on?”

      “She’s been trying to help me force the heat within me. I’m not exactly sure how to force it. The only time that I felt that heat, it has come on its own. Beyond that, I can’t do anything with the dragon. The one time that it had shown itself was when we faced Roson James.”

      Why then but never again?

      There was a part of Ty that questioned whether the dragon had disappeared from him, but Gayal had made it clear that the smoke dragon was still there. He may not have felt it, and he may not have been in control of it, but this dragon was definitely there.

      Maybe what he needed was to find some way to tap into that energy, to grasp that power, and to pull it out of him. As he looked over at Dorian, he watched him, hands still clasped together in front of him.

      There was something strange about him, though.

      The cloak he wore was different than the one Gayal wore.

      Gayal’s cloak was always so still and motionless, whereas Dorian’s cloak looked to be quivering with energy, fluttering with a vibrancy. Where at first Ty had believed that it was completely made of darkness and shadows, as he looked at now, he saw something more within it. There was more than just shadows. There was a hint of color to it, almost as if it shimmered within the light.

      That had to be the light dragon that he had seen. The movement might be the wind. What effect was there with the stone dragon?

      “I can see you trying to contemplate the nature of the dragons,” Dorian said.

      “I’m trying to understand them.”

      “There is no easy understanding of these dragons. They are unique. I won’t be able to explain them to you any better than that,” Dorian said. “The dragons, as you have seen, are different. Perhaps it’s only in this kingdom, though perhaps it is elsewhere as well. We have not been able to determine the key, only that we search for answers, and we search for dragons.”

      “I didn’t realize that there were dragons like this. Even those within the Hatchery aren’t…” Ty cut himself off, realizing that he needed to be careful with Dorian. He didn’t want to insult him. “I just didn’t know there were dragons like this.”

      Dorian nodded. “There are others. We have found some, and others are like your smoke dragon, connecting to someone unexpected. The king pursues other dragons, knowing that they are key to his power, but we look for something else.” He turned back to him and released his hands, standing with them down by his sides. “It is time to work.”

      “I told you. I’m not sure I’m going to be able to do anything with the dragon. I’m happy to try. I’ve been trying to tap into that connection, but each time that I try I can’t feel anything more than—”

      “I was not talking to you,” he said.

      Ty frowned. He looked down. There was no sign of the smoke dragon, though he had to believe that it was there and that there was some connection to it, if only he could call to it.

      “What would you like me to do?”

      “I want you to focus on what you feel.”

      “I’ve tried focusing on what I feel.”

      “Try harder. At this point, what we will do is continue to work on the energy within you and the way you connect to the dragon. The more you do this, the easier it’ll become for you to find that connection as it stretches between you.”

      “If I can’t?”

      “Then perhaps the dragon will need to be separated from you.”

      “You can’t do that.”

      Dorian frowned. “I can’t?” He stretched his hand out and flicked his finger.

      For a moment, Ty felt nothing, but then he began to notice a stirring. It started slowly, building, and as it did he realized what was happening. Somehow, he was beckoning the dragon away from him, summoning the dragon away. The longer he worked at it, the more that he could feel the smoke dragon starting to peel away.

      “Stop,” he said.

      “I thought you said I couldn’t do anything.”

      “Stop,” Ty said again.

      “As you will see, I can very much call the dragon away.”

      With a sudden understanding, Ty looked over at him. “That’s why you have your dragons.”

      “That is,” he said.

      “Why have you taken them from other Tecal?”

      “You think all are prepared for the power of the dragon?”

      “I doubt many people have given much thought to the power of the dragons. How many people really ever have that opportunity to connect to them?” Ty asked.

      “Not all are equipped to handle that kind of power. Some must accept that they are incapable of forming a connection.”

      “So you strip the dragon from them.”

      “We merely move it.”

      “What happens to them?”

      “That is not of your concern.”

      “What happens to the dragon?”

      “Others like myself can harness their energy,” Dorian said.

      Ty watched the energy as it swirled away from him, wanting to keep him from pulling it from him, but not sure if he could. “How many are there like you?”

      “There are several,” he said.

      “Because you have the ability to control more than one dragon?”

      “Because we understand the dragons. You came to us late. I don’t have much faith in the likelihood of your success, but we will see.”

      “I can learn,” Ty said.

      “Perhaps you can, but that is not the primary concern I have.”

      “What is the primary concern?”

      “Whether you can teach.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Of course you don’t. And that is the issue.”

      Ty began to see what his concern was. It wasn’t so much that he could work with the dragon, but he had to be able to teach the dragon what he needed in order for them to share that connection and control. If he couldn’t, then he would fail.

      He would lose the dragon.

      The Tecal would strip the dragon from him and…

      Ty didn’t want to think about that. He didn’t necessarily know what to make of the smoke dragon, and he certainly didn’t know what to make of the power and connection he shared with it, but at the same time, he didn’t want to lose it. There was something to having that connection that he wanted, something that left him filled with a desire to know the dragon, to know that power, and to know that he could use it. Without that, he would be at the mercy of Roson James if he ever attacked again. He might have his dragon-bone dagger, and now he might have the crossbow along with the dragon-bone crossbow bolts, but that wouldn’t be enough. Not nearly enough.

      “What do I need to do to learn?”

      “You need to understand yourself. You need to understand the dragon. And if you cannot, then you will not be of service to the king.”

      Ty frowned. It was something similar to what Gayal had told him when he had first learned of the smoke dragon, and when she had first offered to help him learn about it.

      At the time though, he had wanted only to try to understand the dragon, but also wanted to have the opportunity to use that so that he could find information about his parents. That was still the case, but now there were other reasons for him to chase this. His brother. The dragon itself.

      “I’m ready.”

      Dorian regarded him. “Then we will begin.”

      Ty was determined to succeed. Not only for himself, but also to maintain this connection to the dragon, to maintain the understanding that he now had, and to ensure that he didn’t have that extra power stripped away.

      He needed the smoke dragon. He needed to have that connection, and he needed to be able to use it, if only so that he could find a connection to the dragon, and to save that power so that he didn’t have to fear someone like Roson James.

      If James were to come at him again, Ty would be ready.

      He was determined to be ready, determined to make sure that he couldn’t harm him. Which meant that he had to find a way to gain control over the dragon.

      Somehow.
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      He was tired. The last few days had not gone well. Each day had been spent working with Dorian, trying to better understand the connection to the dragon, but each time he’d found no greater success than he’d had when he’d been with Gayal. It was as if the connection, while there, was muted, making it so that he could not reach that power or find what was needed. Working with the dragon—and failing—was surprisingly exhausting.

      When he had been working with Gayal, he had realized it was more than what he had expected, but he also hadn’t found that he got nearly as tired as he was now. It was almost as if something had changed.

      Maybe it was the way Dorian continued to call upon the dragon, trying to strip it off. Or maybe it was the fact that regardless of what he’d done, he had not managed to find any greater connection to the dragon. Ty could feel the smoke within him, the heat and energy that boiled within him, but he had not managed to do anything more with it than he had the very first time.

      Any time the smoke dragon had reacted, it had been of its own accord, not with any sort of control he used. That was the problem. He recognized that he needed to find control, and yet without it he also realized that he would lose the dragon.

      Strangely, that bothered him more than he had expected.

      The last few days, having no sign of Gayal and knowing she had gone in search of Roson James, had given him a different emptiness. It wasn’t so much that he wanted to spend time with Gayal—not that he wanted to admit that to himself—but it was more that she was one of the few people in the city that he knew. It was a comfort. Companionship. It was familiarity.

      Having Bingham in the city should’ve made things easier, but Bingham hadn’t been present or available either. Short of coming to him the very first time and revealing his presence in the city, he hadn’t done anything more. It was almost as if he had wanted him to know that he was there, but that was it. He hadn’t visited with him, though to be honest, Ty had been preoccupied with his training and had returned to the tavern each evening exhausted, not wanting to go and visit with Bingham.

      More than that, Ty suspected that Bingham was caught up in trying to rekindle everything with Esme. It was the reason he was here. The real reason, though he would never admit it.

      And Ty understood. He wanted him to find a way to reconnect with Esme. He wanted Bingham to find happiness. How could he want anything else?

      There were issues with Albion that Ty tried to move past, but it was difficult. His brother had left him in Zarinth, almost as if he were not concerned about Ty, though Ty suspected that wasn’t the truth. Maybe it was just that Ty was isolated. Lonely, were he honest with himself. Losing Eastley, the only friend that he really had, was a burden to him.

      And then there was the fact that he hadn’t gone after rumors of his parents in quite some time.

      He stumbled toward the tavern. He had even stopped looking behind him, no longer scouting for the possibility that somebody trailed after him, though he didn’t think anyone did. In the time that he’d been in the capital, there had been no sign of anybody after him. That didn’t mean that he was safe.

      The Order of the Flame still posed a danger even though they hadn’t presented themselves in quite a while. He would need to find either control over the dragon or he would need to run. The Order of the Flame was powerful. Ty didn’t know if they had a connection to the dragons, if they were Dragon Touched, or if they simply used some other power. He didn’t know. Worse, Gayal hadn’t shared anything about that with him, either.

      He reached the tavern, looking along the street, and didn’t see anybody there. Once inside, he started through the tavern, heading toward the stairs, when he heard a voice call out his name.

      “Ty.”

      He spun, looking around the tavern.

      It was a measure of his fatigue that he hadn’t spent that much time looking around the inside of the tavern and hadn’t surveyed it nearly as closely as he should have. He should have been paying more attention. Now that he was aware, he focused, seeing the tavern for the first time and realizing that it was fairly empty.

      A man sat near the hearth wearing a dark robe of the Flame—a priest, or at least someone who wanted to look like one. It had been a while since he’d seen his brother, though Albion had looked no different than the last time he’d seen him. Maybe a little thinner, which surprised him, especially as Albion should have recovered after having been released from prison, but he still looked otherwise well.

      Ty could scarcely move.

      His brother.

      After all this time, here was Albion, out of prison and in a tavern, waiting for him.

      It felt like he had so many questions, and he had no idea if Albion would provide any answers to him.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I thought I would visit with my brother.”

      He looked around the inside of the tavern. There were only a few other people within the tavern. It wasn’t empty, not quite, but it was vacant enough. That was rare, though, especially as Esme preferred to keep her tavern as active as possible, pulling in musicians, singers, and other entertainers to draw in a crowd. She was a skilled businesswoman, he had learned.

      “You can visit with your brother, but I am surprised that you are here.”

      “Why would you be surprised by that?”

      “You are the Dragon Thief, after all.”

      “Careful with that,” he said softly, flicking his gaze around him.

      “Careful with what, the truth?” He dropped down in the seat next to him, looking across the table. The hood of his cloak was pulled up, casting his face in shadows, almost as if he intended to try to keep from revealing his presence here. “What are you doing here?”

      “I came to see you,” Albion said.

      “If you really wanted to see me, you would have done it before now.”

      “I had a few things that needed to be done,” Albion said.

      “Such as hiding from your brother?”

      “I didn’t hide from you.”

      “You didn’t find me, either.”

      “You didn’t need me to find you. You never have.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      He leaned forward. Albion had a leaner face now and dark eyes that took his in. “I’m more sure about that than I am of anything else,” he said.

      “I suppose I should take that as a compliment.”

      “You can take it however you want.” Albion lifted a mug of ale that Ty hadn’t even noticed sitting in front of his brother, swirling it. “I am sorry I wasn’t there for you.”

      “Which part were you sorry for? When I was abandoned by our parents? When I started thieving to try to find information about them? When I very nearly died—”

      “Yes,” Albion said, looking up and meeting his eyes. “All of it.”

      Ty let out a frustrated sigh. “You don’t need to wish you were there for me. You’re right. I am capable.”

      He should have been more capable than what he had proven to be. He might not be the Dragon Thief—not like Albion—but he was still a skilled thief. Bingham had seen to that. And he had lived on his own long enough that he was an adult. He made his own choices. Anything that happened to him was of his own doing.

      There was no point in blaming Albion any longer.

      That realization took a weight off his shoulders for some reason.

      Albion had abandoned him, but it didn’t matter. Not any longer. It could not.

      He grabbed a hunk of bread off the blade sitting next to him and took a bite.

      “You look tired,” Albion said.

      “I am.”

      “Can I ask why?”

      “You can ask, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to tell you.”

      “Why not?”

      He cocked his head to the side, frowning at him. There was no burning in his belly, nothing that suggested that he might be able to pull on the power of the smoke dragon. At this point, that was what he wanted more than anything else. He wanted to be able to have that power, to use it when he needed it, but that power never came to him when he actually might’ve found it useful. It only seemed to bubble up when it wanted to.

      “You didn’t tell me anything about yourself, so I figure that it’s only fair.”

      “I suppose that’s true,” Albion said, smiling at him. “It doesn’t change the fact that I’m your older brother, and I am worried about you.”

      “And that doesn’t change the fact I am your younger brother, and I didn’t know I needed to worry about you.” Ty shook his head. “Why did you come here?”

      Albion looked around the inside of the tavern. “This is a pretty comfortable place. You did well finding it.”

      “You’re not going to talk around this,” he said.

      Albion turned his attention to Ty, grinning. “Whoever said I was talking around anything?”

      “I can see what you’re trying to do,” he said. “I know this technique.”

      “I’m sure you do.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Only I’m not the only one who has taken on a different line of work than we knew about.”

      How much did Albion know about what he had done? How much could he know? As far as Ty knew, Albion was well connected within the kingdom and even connected to the king, but he didn’t know if Albion was so well connected as to know the kind of task that he’d been assigned. He didn’t think he did, but maybe this was some sort of test.

      Still, he wouldn’t put it past Dorian to test him in such a way. He wouldn’t put it past Gayal either, though that seemed a bit more of a stretch. She had never seemed as if she wanted to test him, to challenge him, not at all like this at least.

      “I never became the Dragon Thief,” Albion said.

      “No, but you did become a thief.”

      “And you know why.”

      Ty nodded. “I know why.”

      He rested his hands on the table, fidgeting with a stone ring on one finger. It was a marker of a Priest of the Flame, something that, given the truth of how he served, he found a bit amusing to find in his possession. How was it even possible that he would have been given a ring like that? Perhaps it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that he was now here, sitting in front of him.

      He leaned back. His mind was tired from trying to reach for the dragon, and despite that, he also wanted to get some information from his brother. He had done so much in the time since he had last actually spoken to Albion without somebody listening, and he felt as if he wanted to have dozens of questions answered. Mostly they were about what Albion might have learned about their parents. Despite what he felt about his brother, with Albion’s access within the kingdom, there was a very real possibility that he had learned things that Ty had not. And his anger might not matter when it came to Albion.

      This was a man who was nothing like the person he’d grown up with. This was a man who’d willingly deceived others and who had presented himself as something else while stealing, pulling jobs in the kingdom, and becoming the Dragon Thief.

      But he was more than just that.

      As far as Ty could tell, he had been serving the king. Indirectly, perhaps, though maybe there was more of a direct connection than what he had known. Gayal had danced around that topic with him.

      “Maybe we shouldn’t talk about it here,” he said.

      Albion tipped his head, nodding. “I would agree with that.” He smiled, leaning back, tapping his fingers on his lap for a moment before looking up at him. “Would you be willing to meet someplace safer? Perhaps tomorrow evening. I have something I need to do in the interim.”

      “Another job?”

      “Maybe,” he said.

      Ty frowned at him. “If you’re pulling another job and you aren’t going to be gone that long, then where is it? In the city?” He didn’t think that Albion had worked any jobs within the city, but what did he really know about Albion?

      “I’m afraid I can’t share that with you.”

      “There seems to be many things that you can’t share with me.” There was a long pause. “When we meet, I expect answers from you.”

      Albion leaned forward, clasping his hands together. One of his fingers twisted the ring, the marker of the Priests of the Flame. “Will I get them from you?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Ty hated the idea of keeping anything from his brother. This was his big brother, somebody he had always wanted to please while growing up, but at the same time this was not the same person he had believed his big brother to be. And Albion had done nothing to help their parents when they’d disappeared.

      At least, that was what Ty had long believed, though he no longer knew if that was the truth or not. It was entirely possible that Albion had been looking for their parents on his own the entire time. He simply didn’t know.

      But what bothered him more than anything was that Albion had not revealed what he had done on behalf of their parents. If he had been looking for them, and if there was anything that he had uncovered, why would he have kept it from Ty?

      “Here,” Albion said, reaching into his pocket and pulling out a slip of paper and sliding it across the table to him. “Find me tomorrow night. We can talk.”

      “Just talk?”

      “That’s all we need to do, Ty.” He got to his feet and looked around the tavern. “This is a comfortable place. You did well.”

      “Thanks for your approval.”

      He chuckled. “I imagine you don’t think you need your brother’s approval.”

      “I don’t,” Ty said.

      Albion shook his head. “No, you don’t. You’ve done well.” He started to turn but stopped. “Bring the dauvern with you when you come.”

      “Is that what this is about? That’s the only thing that you want? You came here just to tell me that?” It seemed ridiculous, but Ty shouldn’t have been upset. He was happy to see Albion. “You could have sent me a message.”

      “Would you have answered?”

      Ty didn’t know. Probably.

      “I thought I could talk to you here, but maybe there are too many other ears.” Albion breathed out. “There always are. But when you meet me, I can make sure there aren’t.”

      “All of this for the dauvern?”

      “I want the dauvern, but that’s not the only thing I want.”

      He stepped out, leaving without a look back, and Ty stared at the door after him.

      Gradually, he got to his feet and tried to push down the fatigue and frustration within him. He was tired, but none of that fatigue made any difference. There was nothing he could do about it, nothing he even wanted to do about it. He was trudging toward the back door when he heard the door to the kitchen open.

      “Oh. He’s gone.”

      Ty glanced over to see Esme coming out of the kitchen. She was an older woman, though she still had something about her that struck Ty as distinguished. He imagined she had once been a beautiful woman, though how long ago had that been?

      “He left. Let me guess. He didn’t pay?”

      Esme shrugged. “I imagine he intended to, but you know how priests can be.”

      He shook his head. Did his brother really think he was supposed to pay for him? After all of that, this irritated him almost more than anything else. “You can put it on my tab,” he said.

      Esme shook her head. “Oh, no. I don’t need to put anything more on your tab, Ty. Besides, Jarson wouldn’t be too pleased if I told him I was charging you for some priest.”

      “I’m sure he’d understand.”

      “Maybe, but that doesn’t change that I don’t really want to do that to him. Or to you.”

      Ty looked over at the door where his brother had disappeared, shaking his head. Albion owed him. “How long was he here?”

      “Jarson? Bingham,” she corrected herself, shaking her head and saying the name as if it were a struggle for her. “He hasn’t been here in a while. You know how he can be,” Esme said, waving her hand and stopping behind the counter to grab a few glasses. “Besides, it’s better for me if he stays out of the tavern. You know how that can be.”

      “I suppose I do,” he said.

      “And what about your priest friend?”

      “I’m not exactly sure,” Ty said.

      Esme watched him, her hands wiping the counter briefly with a rag. “You keep some interesting company. First the thief. Or perhaps two thieves, considering that boy I first saw you with. How is he, by the way?”

      “Dead,” Ty said, looking back down at the table.

      Esme froze. “I’m sorry. That was poorly said on my part.”

      “You didn’t know.”

      “I didn’t, but I am sorry nonetheless. I take it the two of you were close.”

      “We were friends. And I don’t have many of them.”

      “What about that petite soldier I’ve seen you in the city with?”

      Did she mean Gayal?

      It surprised him that she might’ve seen him with Gayal, though perhaps it shouldn’t have. He and Gayal hadn’t necessarily been secretive about the time they were spending together. And there weren’t many who would necessarily identify her as one of the Tecal.

      “She had to leave the city for a while.”

      “And you’re disappointed.” Esme rested her elbows on the counter, looking across at Ty. “I know how that can be. I went through that my share of times with men over the years, which might be why I was so upset with Jarson when he decided to leave. I thought I finally found somebody who wasn’t going to disappear on me.”

      “He’s back.”

      Esme frowned. “He’s back, but I still don’t know for how long. I don’t know what he’s after, but knowing Jarson—Bingham—he is after something.”

      Esme did know Bingham well enough. And she wasn’t wrong. She had known Bingham as an antiquities dealer, but now she knew the truth of him. At least, the truth that Bingham had been willing to share. Ty’s understanding of Bingham was that he only revealed what he wanted to.

      “What was he like when he was here before?”

      “I doubt he was that different than he is now. Then again, I don’t know him as well now. He might have changed.” She breathed out. “He was always kind, though. Loyal. Even when he was here, there were times when he couldn’t stay because he was watching out for a friend of his.” She met Ty’s eyes. “I suppose that was not all that different than you.”

      “I suppose not,” Ty said.

      He wondered who it was that Bingham had loyalty to back then, though perhaps it didn’t even matter.

      He looked around the tavern. Everybody else who was here was seated in quiet conversation, enough so that it was easy for Ty to feel as if the tavern were empty other than he and Esme, even though it wasn’t.

      “Can you let him know I need to talk to him when he gets a chance?”

      “I can let him know. He’s been gone most of the day. I think he’s busy setting up his business here.”

      Ty chuckled. “You know what he means by that, don’t you?”

      “Oh, I know. And I know that the kind of work that he is going to find here in the capital is going to be quite a bit different than what he found outside of the capital. I also don’t know that it matters much to him. He claims that he is acting on behalf of an old obligation.” She shook her head. “Not that I could claim to know what that obligation was. Certainly not me. Then again, I wouldn’t want to be an obligation now, would I?”

      Ty snorted. “Thank you.”

      He headed up the stairs feeling tired but wondered if he would even be able to sleep. He wanted to visit with his brother but needed to do it when Albion had a chance to actually visit, and not have him hiding information from Ty. There might be something more to Bingham than he had known. If he had somebody in the city, could that person know about Ty’s mother?

      Thoughts of Bingham in the city led to other questions for him. Maybe Bingham could help him find information about Roson James. If nothing else, Ty needed to have a warning if Roson James were to come back. He had to be prepared for the possibility of an attack. Not just that, but he had to be prepared for the possibility that Roson James would steal the dauvern, take the dragon, and go after the Tecal.

      And if he did…

      Then he might have access to enough power to attack the kingdom.

      It didn’t bother Ty so much.

      What bothered him was the idea of losing the dragon before he had an opportunity to understand it.

      That and Roson James himself.

      He didn’t even care what Roson James wanted. Ty wanted to stop him regardless.

      That would be his vengeance for what happened to him and to Eastley.

      More than anything, he wanted to rest. He wanted to find some way to get better control over the smoke dragon and to put that energy to work. He wanted to master the power that existed within him before Dorian decided he could no longer work with him and stripped the dragon from him.

      He had no idea how long he had before that happened but doubted it was a very long time. Especially given how frequently Dorian mentioned his age. He had a feeling from him that it mattered. Which meant that he had to act quickly.

      How was he supposed to find some way to master the dragon? How could he get control over something that seemed as if it had a mind of its own?

      And it did.

      More than anything, he knew that the dragon had a mind of its own, and that whatever he thought to do wouldn’t help.

      When he reached the top of the stairs, he paused. He thought he heard voices down below in the tavern, but maybe he was wrong.

      He headed along the hallway and to his room, where he unlocked the door and relocked it behind him. Finally, he sat on the bed, resting, and quickly fell asleep. Dreams of smoke swirled around him during his rest, and for whatever reason he didn’t feel as if he had the rest that he needed. It was almost as if the smoke dragon in his sleep tried to keep him awake, tried to keep him from recovering, despite how the dragon had ignored every attempt that he made to connect to it when he was awake.

      In the dreams, such as there were, the dragon performed in a circle around him, as if it were some massive creature stretching its wings all around him, engulfing him. Perhaps it protected him, though Ty didn’t necessarily feel protected.

      Eventually, those dreams faded, and he drifted into different dreams, ones where his brother was there—his parents too—drifting back to a time when he had been with them. It was a happier time, a simpler time, and a time before a Dragon Thief, a time before a smoke dragon, and a time before his parents had disappeared.
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      Sleep had not been fully restorative.

      Ty got up slowly, every part of him aching, and strangely there was a soft gnawing in the pit of his stomach, almost as if the dragon were there, trying to remind him of its power and showing him just how little he could do.

      Not that he needed that reminder.

      The power of the dragon was there, faint within his belly, a rumbling and grumbling sensation that left him unsettled. He got dressed, stuffing the dragon-bone dagger into the sheath at his side, and headed out of the room, locking the door behind him. He paused in the tavern and found the tables pushed back against the walls, chairs stacked on top of them, and no sign of Esme—or any other patrons.

      Ty poked his head into the kitchen, and though he smelled the aromas of old bread and meats, there was no sign of anyone here. No sign that the kitchen had been active that morning. He wondered what Esme was doing. Then again, she might simply have closed up so that she could gather supplies.

      He headed out into the street and paused for a moment. Dorian expected him, and he didn’t want to keep him waiting, not with his desire to meet his brother this evening. He made sure to keep the slip of paper from his brother in his pocket and had grabbed the dauvern on his way out.

      He reached the outskirts of the city, following the road leading away, and paused when he had put some distance between him and the city. He looked back, as he often did, taking in the massive points of the Dragon’s Jaw, admiring the way it curved up and around, framing the city itself. It was massive, especially from this angle, and seemed as if some part of it attempted to actually swallow the city. Ty wondered what a dragon that size might look like. Large enough that it would blot out the sky. Probably powerful enough to destroy everything in its wake.

      According to Gayal, who had an interest in history, the city had been founded here with a purpose, though she hadn’t said what that purpose was. Maybe it had nothing more than to do with the placement, as if to sit inside the Dragon’s Jaw would offer a certain protection to the city, though maybe there was something more to it.

      At this time of morning, there weren’t many people out. This section of the city was generally quiet normally, but this was extreme, even here. The road itself was narrow, lined with shops of all sorts, though the shops had faded signs, dusty windows, and were generally in poor repair. It was the kind of place that Bingham once would have chosen to set up his own shop to avoid drawing attention.

      From here, the road led to Zarinth and then to the edge of the kingdom. The mountains formed a natural barricade at the edge of the kingdom, and there weren’t all that many people who ventured that way. Only people like him and Bingham, people who wanted to get to the edge of the kingdom, people who wanted to visit Zarinth, or who wanted to go to Ishantil and celebrate the Flame. Beyond that was the kingdom of Lothinal, a place that Ty knew about only in rumors, nothing more than that. Even that was hard to know what to make of. Traders would come through Lothinal, smugglers as well, but other than sharing the trade, Ty had not spent much time learning of the politics. He had never really cared to.

      He checked as Dorian had instructed him, making sure that no one watched, then veered off the path, heading across the grassy plain until he reached the stream, where he crouched down. After taking a long drink, he got to his feet and continued onward.

      Dorian chose a new place each day, and it was on him to find it each day. Part of that was a deliberate challenge, as if to say that if Ty could find Dorian, he could eventually find his control over the dragon, though that hadn’t been his experience at all. Even if he could eventually find the source of power from the dragon, he didn’t know if that would even matter when finding Dorian. He thought that it had more to do with wanting to test him, to challenge whether or not he could find him by moving along the plain.

      He caught sight of the stones.

      They looked different each day, as well. The first day he’d encountered them, the circle of stones had looked something like a ring that had been established. But the longer he came here, the more he felt it gave off a different appearance. No longer a ring, but now something else. They looked like tall fingers of rock, as if to mimic the same appearance as the Dragon’s Jaw.

      He headed straight toward them.

      When he stepped through, the light faded just a little bit, darkening the clearing. He looked over at Dorian and found him sitting alone in the center of the clearing, his eyes closed, darkness around him. There was a hint of light radiating from him, though it flickered every so often, as if he weren’t sure whether or not there should be light. It stretched like fingers out around him, tendrils of light and darkness that flickered, swirling, and then retreated. Much like the very first time, the air was still and calm, almost muted in quality. There were no smells of the surrounding plain, as if they had simply stepped out of the plain and disappeared.

      “How do the soldiers not see your collection of rocks?”

      “How do you not see it until I decide you should?” Dorian asked without looking up.

      “You decide?”

      “You aren’t too terribly difficult to detect when you come.” He opened his eyes, looking over at Ty. A hint of darkness stretched away from him before drawing back and retreating. “Did you think you passed silently?”

      “I didn’t give too much thought about it.”

      “You are a thief, are you not?”

      “Was,” he said.

      Dorian snorted. “I have not known any thief to give up the trade so quickly.”

      “Have you known many thieves?”

      “More than you would imagine,” he said and got to his feet. Dorian clasped his hands together. “I understand your dragon was active last evening.”

      Ty shook his head. “No, not that I know of.”

      “Not that you know of?” He cocked his head to the side, studying him. One eye drooped slightly compared to the other, as if he had been struck in the eye and it had never healed fully.

      For a moment, Ty felt a stirring deep within him, and then it faded. It was almost as if the dragon fought any attempt to be drawn away from him. If the dragon would fight him, then maybe he didn’t have to worry about him getting pulled away.

      Dorian chuckled. “You don’t need to fear me, little one,” he said.

      “Does he fear you?”

      “He does. Can you not feel it?”

      “I don’t know what I feel,” Ty said. “All I can feel is when you try to call him off.”

      Dorian smiled. “The connection is not the issue.”

      “Then what is the issue?”

      “The issue is how you use the connection.”

      “I’m not trying to use it.”

      “But you should,” Dorian said. Shadows swirled around him, curling up and forming more of a cloak around him. “You should be attempting to use the connection constantly. There should never be a time when you release that hold, never a time when you give up on that. There should never be a time when you abandon that attempt.”

      “I didn’t realize I was.”

      “I can see it, and I can see how you are holding onto that power,” he said. The shadows stretched away from him again before coming back toward him. The light did the same thing around him, a swirl of color, a faint shimmering that then faded, drawing back into him. “What do you see when you look upon me?”

      “I see the way you’re calling the shadows,” Ty said.

      “Just the shadows?”

      “It’s more than the shadows,” he said. “But the shadows are the most prominent.”

      “Because I choose it to be so.”

      “Is it just that, or is it because it’s daytime?”

      “You think it’s just daylight that matters to me?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t know enough about the dragon.”

      At that, Dorian let out a frustrated sigh. His injured eye twitched, widening slightly before drooping once again.

      “I grow weary of trying to force a connection out of you. I grow weary of hearing stories of this smoke dragon slipping away, your control over him incomplete. I grow weary of trying to coax you to train him. And I’ve told you what will happen,” he said to Ty.

      “What if you can’t train him?”

      “That is not a possibility,” Dorian said.

      “What if he’s not trainable?”

      He didn’t know why he was pushing Dorian like this, but maybe it was the idea that he would have to train the dragon, or that somebody would have to train it, or maybe it was just his arrogance with the control he had over the other dragons. Whatever it was, he pushed, and he wondered if perhaps he should not.

      “That is not possible,” Dorian said.

      Ty tried to focus on the heat within him, trying to feel for the power buried within his belly, but there was no sense of energy there within him. He believed there had to be something, some aspect of control in connection to the dragon, but he didn’t feel it.

      “All dragons can eventually form a connection to those they bonded to. You must find yours. If you can’t, I’m sure Gayal has warned you that someone else would.”

      The idea bothered him, and as he looked over to Dorian there was a part of Ty that wondered if he longed for that idea.

      Would it be all that different than what Roson James would do to him?

      Did Ty even really care?

      The dragon had chosen him, at least that was what Gayal claimed, which meant that he was supposed to learn to use it. But if he couldn’t, then perhaps it would be better for the dragon, and for him, to let it go.

      But if he did, then he wouldn’t have the chance to get revenge on Roson James for what he had done to Eastley.

      It certainly wasn’t him. He didn’t have enough control over the dragon to keep Dorian from drawing the dragon off if he were to choose. But he did have a connection to it. Ty couldn’t deny that anymore. He could feel the dragon from time to time, and when he was around Dorian, he could feel the way that the dragon reacted to his attempt at trying to call some of that power out, as if the dragon were upset at the mere idea that Dorian might summon some of his power away from him. Still, even if it angered the dragon, there wasn’t much that Ty could do to withstand an attack like that. He doubted the dragon would even be able to withstand it. Those were the parts that frustrated Ty. Those parts left him angry.

      “If you take it, then I can’t defend myself when Roson James comes for me,” Ty said.

      “Is that what you fear?”

      “I know that he’s not done with me.”

      “You know nothing about him, Tydornen.”

      He wasn’t about to ask Dorian how he knew his full name. Either Gayal had told him, or he had done some investigating on his own. It wasn’t that difficult to find somebody who knew enough about him, but at the same time he didn’t like the idea of Dorian digging into his past. More than that, he didn’t want him finding out anything about others he worked with, especially Bingham, and everything else that he’d done, though he had a feeling that he already had.

      “What if the dragon doesn’t want to be controlled?”

      The idea of controlling the dragon had always bothered him when Gayal described it to him. Control meant subjugating it.

      The dragon was powerful, and the one time that he had truly seen it had left him thinking that it wasn’t wanting that.

      Dorian took a step toward him. Power flowed from him, and it was different than the power that had flowed from him before. This time, he had a sense of the wind mixed with the light, a strange combination, and it was certainly strange in the way their energy mingled together, mixing as it created a ring around Ty. “Why wouldn’t the dragon want that?”

      “The dragon doesn’t want to be controlled,” Ty said.

      “Do you want the dragon to choose? Or would you rather be the one choosing who is in control?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t given it much thought.”

      “I can tell you the dragon has. The dragon chose you for a reason. The dragon likely believes you were someone he could bond to, but the dragon also likely believes you were somebody he could manipulate.” Dorian took a deep breath and the darkness flickered around him, swirling for a moment before coming back to him. The light surged, then the wind fluttered, and even the ground rumbled around him. “Everything you’ve experienced is under my command, not the dragon’s.”

      Thoughts about controlling the dragon came back to him, and he wanted to say that to Dorian, but he wasn’t sure how.

      “Why do you feel that control is necessary?”

      “You are from Zarinth, are you not?”

      “I am,” Ty said, not sure where this was going.

      “And the jungle near your homeland. Would you say that it’s safe or dangerous?”

      “I would probably say that it was safe enough, but there are plenty of people who feel like it’s dangerous.”

      “And why are there those people who feel like the jungle itself is dangerous? What is it about the jungle that they fear?”

      He thought about the jungle, Zarinth, and Ishantil itself.

      People respected the Flame of Ishantil. People knew about the jungle. And the city itself wasn’t terribly dangerous.

      There was one part of all of that which left outsiders uncomfortable, and for good reason.

      “Most people fear the velum.”

      Dorian’s dark cloak fluttered again, as if the wind and the shadows were working together, trying to combat each other. Ty had a mental image of him fighting with the dragons, trying to keep them controlled.

      As he did, he realized something.

      Here he had a hard time getting one dragon to follow him, and Dorian had four dragons under his command—that he knew of. Maybe he had more he didn’t know about. He would have to keep watch, wondering whether there might be something more that Dorian didn’t want to share, some connection to a dragon he didn’t want Ty to know about.

      “Savage beasts,” Dorian said. “But like any creature, they can be trained. You just have to know how to get to them. Once you do, then you can influence their reaction.” He smiled at Ty, and the darkness swirled around him again, this time looking somewhat sinister. “It’s not that different than with these creatures. The dragons are animals, and once you gain mastery over them, you will understand that is all they are.”

      Ty frowned, focusing on the smoke dragon, on the energy that he had felt from it. It hadn’t felt to him like they were simply mindless creatures. He didn’t know how to describe it, but his experience with the dragon, especially the lava dragon that had been fully formed, wasn’t one of ignorance. In fact, his experience was of a powerful creature that had a mind of its own. What would Dorian say if he told him that?

      Likely he would have some way of explaining it.

      Even if he did, it wouldn’t necessarily change his own opinion. Much like he had his own opinion about the velum. They weren’t mindless, either. Savage, at times, but definitely smarter than most people gave them credit for.

      “You want me to train the dragon the way we would train a horse?”

      “Not quite like a horse. The horse is domesticated. A dragon is never domesticated. Perhaps controlled. Influenced. And when you have enough influence over the dragon, you can find that it reacts to you in a consistent manner.” Dorian took a step back, holding his hands out, and a bit of power swirled away from him. “What you must know is that a dragon can only be controlled by somebody who has enough control over themselves.” He held his hands up and the darkness swirled around him. “As you can see, the dragon recognizes me.”

      “What if the dragon only wants you to believe you’re in control?”

      Dorian chuckled. “Intriguing thought, and one that has been considered before. There have been those of us who have a connection to the dragons who have questioned whether or not they simply permit the illusion of control, but then there are those like myself, including others who serve the king in the same capacity, who have demonstrated a measure of control over the dragons. When you have a dragon that fights for its independence, you must fight back. You must find your own level of control.” He took a step back, and the shadows swirled for a moment, flaring with a bit of light, and then he pressed it out. It disappeared, the cloak forming back on him once again.

      That was something he hadn’t paid any attention to before. Both he and Gayal had cloaks made of the strange dragon energy. He did not.

      “Wait a minute,” Ty said.

      Dorian watched him, frowning. “What is it?”

      “Why do you have the dragon’s cloak like that?”

      “What cloak do you mean?”

      “The one where you have the dragon around you? Why do you have that?”

      He grinned, and there came another flurry of power around him. Then the dragon surged, taking over the cloak again before fading.

      “What did I talk to you about with the dragon?”

      “You mentioned I need to keep it controlled.”

      “Indeed. You do need to keep it controlled, and the key is maintaining that connection and that hold over the dragon, ensuring you have control at all times. When you can master that, then you can demand the dragon provide you with a level of protection.”

      As Ty watched, he started to suspect that it was more than just a level of protection. There was something else to it, though he had no idea what that might be. Maybe it was just a matter of suppressing power, forcing the dragon to provide energy, or maybe it was something else.

      He could feel the faint energy within him, though it was subtle and not at all like he felt when he had detected the energy of the dragon before. It was almost as if the dragon itself wanted to keep the connection that he now had with him a mystery, as if the dragon were trying to conceal it from him.

      Still, he could feel that burning, that gnawing sort of power buried within him. That had to matter somehow.

      “Do you think you can accomplish this?”

      “I told you I’m trying,” Ty said.

      “You are trying but failing.”

      Dorian watched Ty, and once again there came a fluttering from him, a hint of power that drew upon him, energy that called to the smoke dragon before fading. That energy drifted away, as if he wanted to prove that he could pull on that power before releasing it.

      The dragon fought, which Ty appreciated.

      “We will continue to work. If you cannot gain control over this dragon soon, I’m afraid I will have no choice.”

      The darkness swirled around him as he said it, but a different darkness filled him.

      Ty couldn’t lose the dragon. He had a feeling he was going to need the dragon, and that connection, before too much longer. He didn’t know how long he had to gain this mastery, but understood what would happen if he failed. Which meant he could not fail.
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      The streets of the city were quiet, though Ty didn’t expect anything different this time of night. Given the late hour that his brother had wanted to meet, he had anticipated that he would find the streets empty, which suited him just fine. With everything that he’d been through recently, he wanted a bit of solitude, a way to clear his mind, and he needed to have the opportunity to focus, though the fatigue he felt after another day spent trying to reach for the smoke dragon—and failing—filled him.

      He knew the smoke dragon was still there with him. Every so often, Dorian would call on the dragon, summoning the dragon out, and he could feel it burning deep within him, as if there was some aspect the smoke dragon wanted him to know was there. Then it faded, drifting down into nothingness once again and leaving him feeling as if he couldn’t reach it.

      It was those times that left him wondering if perhaps it might’ve been better for him to have remained in Zarinth and continued stealing. At least he wouldn’t be trying and failing at something that he didn’t know if he would ever accomplish. At least there, he felt like he had a chance to succeed. At least there, he believed he could be useful in a way that he had started to wonder if he ever would be here.

      Ty pushed those thoughts away.

      He could be useful.

      Now that he knew about Albion in the city, and knowing who and what he was, he had an opportunity to understand more about what he had been up to, and he had the chance to learn more about whether there was anything he intended to do to help their parents. That was the only reason he got involved in this lifestyle in the first place. He wanted to help their parents as much as he could, and the only way that he had been able to do so was through taking up a type of work that placed him into danger, but it was the type of work that also gave him an opportunity to find them.

      The city was quiet, and the air was cool, so vastly different from Zarinth. In Zarinth, not only was there a general bustle within the city, an energy that seemed to come from everyone who lived within, but there was the regular summons for celebration with the Priests of the Flame at the temple. The crowd often lined up around the temple awaited an opportunity to celebrate the Flame. Not only that, but Ishantil occasionally made its presence known, a deep rumbling sound that rolled over the city, a trembling that could not be ignored. And then there was the time when Ishantil had very nearly erupted, sweeping the city into chaos and leading to a near exodus from the city.

      Here, the city was calm. Almost too calm.

      Not that there wasn’t something intriguing to look at. With the Dragon’s Jaw rising up around the city, the landscape itself took on a vastly different appearance that he found intriguing. Even where he stood now, nestled in between a line of buildings on either side of him, there was a smattering of shops and homes, but the Dragon’s Jaw rose up over all of it, impossible to ignore. The mountains shadowed the streets even under bright sunlight, leaving it to be darkened, taking on its nickname: the City of Shadows.

      It was fitting, but even more so given that Gayal and Dorian had spent time here, and that both were connected to shadow dragons. Perhaps this was where they had found the eggs. He had not challenged Dorian about where he had uncovered the dragons and how he had gained his connection to them, though Ty wondered if perhaps he should have.

      Dorian might provide him with more understanding. Only, the more that time that Ty spent with him, the harder it was to know whether Dorian really wanted anything from him other than failure. It seemed almost as if he was waiting for him to fail, as if he wanted an excuse to claim the smoke dragon, and he wanted to make it seem as if he were trying to help, but in fact did nothing of the sort. How could he be helping when it seemed to him that all he did was show him how he could pull on the dragon, attempting to draw it off?

      Were it not for the smoke dragon fighting back, Ty wondered how he might succeed. The dragon struggled against him, using his own power to resist, something he appreciated but didn’t fully understand.

      He checked the slip of paper again. Having a piece of paper that he had to follow was not all that different than when he had come here with Eastley, looking for information from Albion.

      Thinking of Eastley sent a pang of sadness through him, but there was also a surge of anger and a desire for vengeance.

      He had to push that back.

      There was no reason for him to chase vengeance.

      He needed a practical approach. Control the dragon. That was it. Do what Gayal and Dorian wanted from him.

      Then he could follow them and ensure that Roson James didn’t succeed with his sinister plans.

      There wasn’t much light in the city. Not enough for him to see all that well, but Albion had left him directions on how to reach his place. He should have scouted it before, and had he been thinking more clearly, Ty would have taken the time to have done so, if only so he wouldn’t be surprised by anything that might be there. His brother already had surprised him by appearing suddenly in his place of residence within the city, and he didn’t need any more surprises when it came to Albion. Ty began to wonder if perhaps that was the nature of what he offered.

      It was a far cry from what he had known of his brother when they were younger. At that time, Albion had always been the quiet one, though he had never hidden his affection for the Flame. It was why he had found it easy to believe that he would have gone off in search of some greater meaning. Ty wondered what had changed for Albion since he had become involved with the Priests of the Flame.

      But maybe Albion’s devotion to the Flame was only for show.

      If so, how had he managed to stay in the priesthood and move up within it as well as he had?

      How had he managed to accomplish all that he had?

      More importantly, how had he managed to become the Dragon Thief?

      There were so many questions about his brother and so few answers.

      Ty turned a corner. At least on this main street running through the city, there was a little more lighting. It was all strange light, created by those who were Dragon Touched, and it created a pale blue glow that illuminated the street itself. It seemed to come up from the cobblestones, though when he paused in front of one of them, he realized that wasn’t the case at all. It was some sort of dragon relic that had been placed, giving the streets that steady glowing light. He had seen it before when he had wandered out late at night but had never spent much time trying to evaluate it, other than thinking about how to steal one and whether there was any value in it. He had given some thought to that, but of course he would. That was the thief in him.

      As he slipped along the street, he saw a pair of men heading in his direction, and he instinctively reached for his dragon-bone dagger, holding his hand on the hilt, though the men laughed, swaying as they made their way along the street before rounding a corner and disappearing from view.

      Just men coming from a tavern. Nothing more than that.

      He was jumpier than he would’ve been in Zarinth. Maybe it was simply that he was in an unfamiliar city and he didn’t have the same allies as he had within Zarinth, or maybe it had more to do with what he was doing, where he was going, and his uncertainty about whether he would find the answers that he wanted from his brother.

      The streets weren’t completely quiet. There were soldiers that marched intermittently, all bearing the crest of the king, along with Dragon Touched wearing the dark blue jacket and pants that marked their station. None of them paid much attention to him, which he appreciated. When he had been in Zarinth, Ty had always been afraid of the Dragon Touched following him, and had feared them tracking him down, noticing that he was carrying a dragon-bone dagger. Now he wondered if it would even matter.

      But of course it would. He might be training with the Tecal, but he was not one yet. Would they protect him?

      He reached an intersecting street. The buildings all along this central road were massive, two or three-story buildings. Most of them were made out of wood, not stone like in the ancient section of Zarinth, and many of them were intricately decorated with carvings along the roofline, some shaped in the form of dragons, others celebrating the Flame, swirls of patterns that were meant to indicate the power of the Flame. Most of the buildings were painted in bright colors: red and yellow and blue. He couldn’t see it all that well at night, other than from the glowing blue coming from the cobblestones, but his vision was enough that he could make out the designs.

      The air in this part of the city was still, leaving him wondering if perhaps Dorian followed him. He wouldn’t put it past Dorian to track him through the city, likely because he would claim he needed to know what he was up to and to ensure that he wasn’t using the smoke dragon in some unsavory way. If only he could. There were stories of the smoke dragon that had caused difficulty for him. Which meant that the smoke dragon was still with him, even if he had never felt it again.

      Maybe the dragon disappeared in the evenings while he was sleeping, or perhaps that was what the smoke dragon was doing when he failed to reach its power. Ty certainly didn’t know what was going on with the dragon or why it wouldn’t react to him the way Dorian—and Gayal, he had to admit—had intended. There was something more to the smoke dragon. Whether it was simply a matter of the smoke dragon resisting his attempt to call to its power or whether it was something about his inability to use it the way that the others wanted, Ty simply did not know.

      A flicker of shadowy movement from behind caught his attention.

      It was subtle. Something like a slipping of shadows along the street.

      Dorian. It had to be.

      He must’ve been here, using the shadows and the dragons in order to scare him—or to follow him. It wouldn’t be all that difficult for Dorian to use all of his dragons to conceal his presence.

      It might even be Albion. He had pulled impossible jobs, jobs that even were beyond anything that he had ever considered. That would be incredibly valuable—especially as a thief. Using shadows like that would make someone a true Dragon Thief.

      Ty started forward, now paying more attention to that feeling of movement behind him. It was still there, and he tried to ignore it, thinking that maybe he could loop around and lose Dorian, though that would involve his knowing the city in a way he didn’t. Were it Zarinth, he wouldn’t have any difficulty losing someone who was trailing him. All it would take would be to duck into some side alley, slip through an ancient temple, or hide on a rooftop and let them move past. In the capital, he was at a disadvantage.

      Which was why somebody like Dorian could take advantage.

      “Now would be a good time for you to help,” Ty muttered to the smoke dragon, though he doubted that there would be any sort of response. Unfortunately, there was none. The smoke dragon remained quiet. There was no burning deep in his belly, no sense of energy that began to fill him, and nothing to suggest that the dragon was even paying any attention to him. For all he knew, the dragon had disappeared altogether.

      It was just himself and the dragon-bone dagger. Well, that and the crossbow.

      Maybe he could scare Dorian a little bit. If he thought that he was going to follow him, he could unsettle him a little as well.

      He loaded the crossbow, forcing the bolt into place, and slipped off to the side of the street, ducking into a space between two tall buildings that he thought were homes, from the way they looked. They had rocky lawns with a wall surrounding them and high, peaked roofs.

      He wouldn’t be able to wait here very long. If any of the homeowners realized that he was there, Ty would draw attention, and at a shout the city soldiers would come. He doubted Dorian wanted him to draw attention any more than Gayal had. According to both of them, he was to remain hidden, staying as unnoticeable as possible. That didn’t mean he couldn’t do something, though.

      He watched for that shadowy form to slip along the road, but there was no sign of it. Maybe he’d been wrong.

      He had spent the last few days working with Dorian, trying to understand his way of getting his to connect to the dragons, and in that time he’d been around him and his dragons enough to feel the effect of them.

      The shadow dragon was the easiest to feel. Unlike Gayal, Dorian had no qualms about revealing his control over the dragon, letting that energy streak out, tendrils of darkness that stretched away from him. Every so often, Dorian would pull it back, forcing the dragon into the cloak, and then it would fade. He had never had an opportunity to see the dragon in full, which he wished he did.

      The light dragon was different, as well. It created patterns of light, a glowing circle of energy that surrounded Dorian from time to time before he called it back, no differently than he did with the others.

      He used the wind dragon a little bit differently, at least from the way that Ty had seen it. The dragon was used to mute their conversations, to prevent anybody from finding them, though he suspected the combination of the shadow dragon and the stone dragon would do that just as well.

      Then there was how he used the stone dragon. That power was incredible but also incredibly strange. The energy of the dragon was such that it hummed with power, leaving the ground surrounded with a surge of energy that Ty could feel. He had no idea why he would be so aware of that, other than that it might be tied to Ishantil and his exposure to it over the years.

      He watched for a few more moments, but there was still no movement along the street. Finally, he hurried forward.

      How long would Albion wait for him?

      If it was about the dauvern, which Ty increasingly thought that it might be, then it was possible that he would wait until Ty arrived. But then, if it was about the dauvern, why wouldn’t he have simply slipped into Ty’s room while he was sleeping and stolen it? He was the Dragon Thief, after all.

      Ty had to use this opportunity to have his conversation with his brother. Have a real conversation. When he started back along the street, once again, he thought he felt movement behind him. There was a subtle shifting of shadows, enough that he thought it was there but couldn’t be certain. Maybe it was just his imagination.

      Ty decided to try something different.

      He veered off on a side street. This one was narrower, with the buildings closer together. It made it difficult to see above the rooflines and locate the Dragon’s Jaw, but the shadows were no less dense for it. The glowing cobblestones ended along the street, and he was forced to slip into the darkness, racing along the street while moving quickly and as quietly as he could.

      If Dorian followed him, he would probably accuse him of moving too loudly, especially with his connection to the wind dragon. He probably had some way of controlling the wind, the noise that came to him, and the sound of the energy that drifted toward him.

      Not that Ty was not skilled. He had trained as a thief for years in Zarinth and had pulled dozens upon dozens of jobs. He wasn’t about to let some Tecal with his connection to the dragons make Ty think anything other than that. In Zarinth, where there weren’t Tecal, he had few rivals.

      When he reached the end of the street, he looped around, heading back toward the glowing street. He was careful, slipping along the street, trying to keep as quiet as possible. His training came back to him, training that should have made him little more than a shadow in the night. If he had access to the smoke dragon, he would have had an easier time dealing with all of this. Finally, he caught sight of figures moving again.

      This time, he was certain of what he saw. There was a shadowy form.

      Ty followed it.

      It was the shadows that he wanted to follow. They were what he needed to try to understand. And it was those shadows that revealed to him that it wasn’t Dorian who was after him at all. Dorian wouldn’t have been quite so obvious.

      There was no attempt to hide their presence. They were moving openly, and the shadows around them were enough that while he could see them, he could also tell that there was something else taking place here.

      No evidence of the stillness to the wind. No evidence of light, though if Dorian weren’t using the light dragon, there might not be. And no evidence of a rumbling energy that would suggest the stone dragon.

      If it wasn’t Dorian, then who?

      Somebody certainly followed him.

      He moved carefully, now behind them.

      They reached the end of the street where he had been, and they paused.

      Strangely, as they stood upon the glowing blue cobblestones, there was enough light for Ty to make out definition around them, details that revealed their presence but nothing else. It was as if the shadows around them prevented anything more.

      That shadowy form left him confused. What sort of magic was this?

      If it wasn’t a dragon—and as he walked, he couldn’t tell whether or not this was Dorian and his dragon, or whether it was somebody similar to him—could this be a Dragon Touched?

      There was still the danger of the Dragon Touched, especially as he had no idea how many of them sided with Roson James. He had embedded within them, which left Ty thinking that there was a very real possibility that some of that Dragon Touched had been corrupted by him.

      How many of them were part of this so-called Order?

      He had to be careful.

      Ty noticed two figures now.

      They weren’t making any attempt to hide very well. Either they weren’t concerned about him, or they wanted him to know that they were there.

      They turned.

      The figures split off, heading in separate directions, veering away from where he had gone.

      Ty needed to know what they were doing.

      They were following him. He was certain of it. But why?

      There was one possibility he hadn’t given too much thought to. The Order of the Flame. In the time since he had returned to the city, he had not experienced any of the Order of the Flame, but they were still out there. They were still serving Roson James, and he knew that they would still be a danger to him.

      They could be anywhere. It was easy enough for them to pose as priests, and when they did it allowed them the opportunity to present themselves as something else. Harmless, in a certain way, though Ty knew otherwise.

      He gripped the crossbow.

      This wasn’t Dorian.

      Then again, Ty shouldn’t have expected that it would have been. Dorian wouldn’t have chased him like this, trying to test him. Dorian wanted him to reach for his dragon, to know that control, but he wouldn’t have followed him like this.

      And if this were somebody who sided with Roson James, then Ty might be in real danger. He focused on the heat and energy deep within him. He had to find it. There had to be something there, some energy, but as he focused on it, he could not find it.

      The smoke dragon simply wasn’t there.

      Ty needed to get away from the people he had seen but could not tell if he lost both of them. He slowed, holding onto the crossbow, swinging it from side to side as he looked around, but he still didn’t see anything. It was difficult to see much in this part of the city—at least on this street—without the glowing blue lights that had guided his way. It was almost as if the city conspired against him, trying to make it so that he couldn’t see anything more than what he had already.

      He backed away, sweeping the crossbow from side to side, watching for shadowy forms and movement around him. As he neared the blue cobblestones, he finally saw something. A shadow coming toward him.

      Coming fast.

      He fired the crossbow.

      The bolt streaked, though it suddenly shot up as if redirected.

      Magic.

      Dragon magic.

      Ty scrambled, grabbing for his dragon-bone dagger. He wasn’t equipped for magic, and certainly wasn’t equipped for this kind of magic.

      “You can help me any time,” he muttered as he unsheathed his dragon-bone dagger.

      The dragon-bone dagger had some intrinsic abilities. It was impossibly sharp. Because it was made from dragon bone, it was nearly indestructible. There were rumors that dragon bone also had magical properties, but that was only for the Dragon Touched, not anything that Ty possessed.

      Still, he slashed at the darkness.

      Surprisingly, it began to fade.

      Shock filled him, but it passed quickly. It had to.

      The darkness cleared, and a dark-haired man stood before him. He was dressed in a black jacket and pants and wore the sigil for the Order of the Flame. He sneered at him before lunging forward.

      Ty wasn’t necessarily the most skilled fighter, but when it came down to fighting or dying, the choice was obvious. And with the dragon-bone dagger, he wasn’t exactly helpless.

      A bit of flame streaked toward him that touched the dragon-bone dagger and disappeared. “Come on!”

      Why wouldn’t the dragon respond?

      The man sneered again.

      “I’m not talking to you,” Ty muttered.

      Ty slashed, trying to stab at him, when something hot sunk into his side.

      He looked over. A dragon-bone crossbow bolt stuck out of his side.

      Another member of the Order of the Flame.

      They were the ones responsible for those crossbows, and he had experienced them enough to know that they had power. It was probably something in the crossbow itself that made it so that he couldn’t access the smoke dragon.

      He scrambled back, still slashing with the dragon-bone dagger, trying to carve through the empty air, and knowing just how foolish that was. He had to get away from here.

      No. What he had to do was find Albion.

      One of the Order lunged toward him again.

      Ty stabbed, catching him in the belly.

      The man backed away, his hands grasping his stomach. The darkness around him faded.

      He would have to give thought to how they managed to do that later.

      Right now, he needed to get out of here.

      He staggered and reached one hand out.

      There was something in his hand. A dark, circular object.

      Ty scrambled forward. Pain in his side flared, but he ignored it. He swept the man’s legs out from under him, biting back a scream, and grabbed the object in his target’s hand. The darkness swirled around him, staying near the item that he had taken off the Order of the Flame.

      He backed away, getting on the street, and looked back. There was another darkened shape leaning over the fallen man. Ty stumbled, nearly fell, and cried out.

      The shadowy form came toward him.

      Ty squeezed the circular item in his hand. It was warm, and it reminded him a little bit of dragon bone, though this was black, as if it had been charred by flames. What kind of dragon bone would look like that?

      He had seen hundreds of different dragon-bone remnants in his time within Zarinth. They were valuable, and because of that he had held far more than most. None of them had looked anything like this. Dragon bone was almost pure white, always warm, and nearly indestructible. This looked as if it had been dipped into a jar of black ink.

      He turned a corner, scrambling back along the alley. The darkness followed him.

      He pressed his back against the wall, steadying his breathing, trying to keep from crying out, but he didn’t think that he did very good job at that. The pain continued to fill him, leading to his clenching his jaw trying to bite back another scream.

      There was no other movement.

      Where had that other shadowy form gone?

      Maybe it was nearby.

      Ty waited, but there was still no sign of the shadowy form.

      He looked down at the item he’d taken off the Order of the Flame.

      It was small, circular, and was almost perfectly black. It didn’t feel warm the way that the dragon eggs within the Hatchery did. And it wasn’t scaled with an irregular surface like them. Still, there was some aspect to it that reminded him of those eggs for some reason.

      There was little doubt in his mind it was responsible for concealing his presence, though. He waited another moment, but still there came no sign of the other attacker.

      He would use this.

      Ty didn’t know how much longer he had, though. Touching the crossbow bolt and testing to see if he could pull it out was a quick endeavor. Depending upon where the bolt had sunk, it could be dangerous. Possibly even fatal.

      He had worked with Maeve enough times to know injuries to the flanks could puncture vital organs. Lungs. Liver. Guts. All of that could lead to death, sometimes very quickly. An injury to the intestines could create a leak, leaving the person rotting from the inside. It was a horrible way to die, but he had seen it one time and had hated every moment of it, especially as there had been nothing that could be done to help.

      He staggered along the street.

      The noise he made was a problem. Ty knew that he had to be silent. He’d probably left a trail of blood after him, as well. He looked down, but the darkness around him made it difficult to see much of anything. He wasn’t about to leave the item behind, either. Not if it was going to be the only way that he might get out of this safely. Well, at least as safely as he now could. Ty stumbled and almost fell, but he leaned against one building.

      He had a feeling he was close to Albion. When he had first seen the movement, he’d been close to where Albion had told him to come, so he couldn’t be too far away. All he had to do was come across the address he’d given him. Then he could hide.

      All he wanted at this point was to disappear, slip off into the night, and rest.

      It was a dangerous thought. Ty knew the danger in that, knew that thinking that way meant that he was far more injured than he had realized.

      He staggered forward, and in the distance he could practically feel something shifting. At first, he wasn’t sure what it was, but then he began to feel something else, some energy in the air, and realized what it was.

      More of the attackers were out there.

      They were close enough that he could feel them.

      He ducked back, crouching close against the building, but didn’t know if it was going to be effective at concealing him. He tried to use the shadows around him, but even as he did he had no control over them. They simply were something that was there, not anything that he could control.

      Ty settled his breathing, trying to slow it, readying for another attack, but one didn’t come.

      There was something, though. As he lingered where he was, staying in the shadows, he could feel pressure building in the air. It was heat. Energy.

      If only he could feel the same heat in his belly, some signal the smoke dragon might respond to him, then he wouldn’t have to be afraid of getting jumped by the Order, but unfortunately…

      He dropped to his knees, unable to get up.

      Something struck him in the side, and pain shot through him again. It was hot. Vicious. For a moment, he thought that maybe he could reach for the power of the smoke dragon, but then that power faded again, leaving him empty.

      There had to be something more.

      He tried again, staggering, attempting to get to his feet, but as before he could not. He looked around, but there was nothing, only darkness around him. Ty tried getting up, trying to climb to his feet, trying to move, but the pain within him made it difficult.

      He cried out again.

      Something struck him in the back, and he collapsed.

      Pressure pushed on him.

      Hands rifled through his clothes, and then something struck him again. Ty tried getting up, but the pain was too much to bear. He laid there. The darkness started to swirl around him, concealing him.

      Not that it would do any good at this point.

      The Order of the Flame had found him—and the dauvern.
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      Pain flooded him. Ty could feel some part of himself fading and knew that if he didn’t get moving soon, he wouldn’t be able to get going at all. There was a danger in lingering here any longer than he already had, and he took steadying breaths, trying to control the pain that flared within him. It was too much. It was too painful.

      All he wanted at this point was to crawl forward, to find a place to rest, to be anywhere but where he was, but the pain within him made it difficult to do anything. All he could think of was the agony filling him.

      Ty dragged himself across the ground, but he couldn’t get anywhere.

      He looked at the shadowy orb in his hand, staring at it. The darkness swirled around it, and while it was helpful to be concealed—or, he had thought that it might be helpful—at this point, he needed help. He wasn’t going to get that help with darkness around him.

      Maybe if he moved the darkness, he might be able to find his way out. At the same time, he needed more than just exposure. He needed to get out of here and find some way to get help. He needed to find a healer.

      Ty rolled over, crying out again. Pain flared within him.

      It came from the crossbow bolt in his side. He knew better than to remove it, knowing that if he were to pull the bolt out of his side, he would keep bleeding, but he couldn’t move with it in there, either.

      He had to get it out. Then he could pressure the wound with his hand.

      Ty grabbed for it and began to pull. Pain flared immediately. It was going to be too much.

      “Why couldn’t you help me?” he whispered, cursing the smoke dragon for not responding and providing no help whatsoever. At this point, all he wanted was to yell at the smoke dragon, to rage at the fact that he hadn’t even bothered to assist him, but what good would that do?

      Nothing, that was what.

      He gritted his teeth, and then he pulled.

      The crossbow bolt came out with a tearing of flesh.

      His hand trembled. Everything within him was hot and burning, pain filling him.

      Just his luck the damn crossbow bolt would be poisoned as well.

      He dropped it on the ground before thinking better of it and stuffing the bolt back into his pocket. If he did get out of here, the crossbow bolt was dragon bone and would be valuable, if nothing else. Besides, it was the preferred weapon of the Order of the Flame. And he could reuse it with his crossbow.

      If I survive.

      Ty clenched his jaw, trying to get up.

      He stumbled forward, falling again. He didn’t have the strength to put his hands down to protect himself and landed hard, striking his cheek on the stone. He lay there for a few moments, pain rolling through him.

      Get up.

      That was what he told himself, over and over and over again, repeating it in his mind, a mantra he kept within. Get up and get moving.

      Even if he could get up, he didn’t know where he could even go for help.

      He was too far from the tavern. Too far from Bingham and anybody who might be able to help him. Maybe even too far from his brother, though he had been nearing the location where he had told him to find him. He was too far.

      And the stupid smoke dragon had refused to help.

      So much for the power it offered.

      All of this time, after everything that he’d gone through, he had hoped that the smoke dragon would offer him a chance, nothing more than that, just an opportunity to find his way free and protect him, but it did not.

      There was nothing. No help. Nothing other than the dragon having abandoned him in the time when he needed it the most. He rolled onto his side and forced himself up. He clenched his jaw, grabbing the remaining bit of energy that he had within, and then got to his knees.

      He shook.

      How much strength did he have remaining?

      When he had been working with Maeve, he had seen people who suffered, people who had been targeted and attacked and who had bled out. He had seen the way that they had faded, and how quickly they succumbed to their injuries. Would the same thing happen to him?

      He cried out again.

      This time, he cried out in frustration, and as he felt that frustration rolling through him, he attempted to draw upon some hidden strength, searching for something within him that might provide him with more strength, some way to get to his feet, to keep moving, and to power through this.

      The pain continued to surge within him, and he staggered forward.

      He didn’t know how he got to his feet. He didn’t know what he called upon in order to find that strength. Somehow, he had managed to summon some hidden reserve of power and strength, and he used that in order to take one step. Then another.

      Each step that he took gave him confidence to take another.

      He stumbled and braced himself on a wall, lingering there for a moment until he pushed off it and then stumbled forward again.

      Finally, he found the street where Albion had told Ty to find him. The streets were marked with stone signs on each of the intersections, worked into the buildings, and he paused at one intersection, struggling to make out the words.

      Once he reached it, he traced his hand along the wall, leaving a wet trail behind. It took his frantic mind a moment to realize that he left a trail of blood behind. Maybe the Order of the Flame would somehow use his blood, but he didn’t think they could. He didn’t think they would. What did they need now that they had the dauvern?

      All this time, after everything that he’d gone through, he would lose it now?

      He stumbled and then crashed into a door.

      Ty lost track of how long he sat there. His legs were curled up to his chest and, keeping his knees pulled up, though the pain filled him, he rested his head on the side of the wall, leaving it there for a moment.

      At least, he felt it was only a moment. He lost track of how long he had his head resting on the wall. When he opened his eyes again, some part of him cried out, telling him that he needed to get back up. It told him that he needed to keep moving.

      Only, there wasn’t a whole lot he could do.

      He huddled there, resting against the wall, unable to move at all.

      Finally, he cried out.

      He heard something nearby.

      Pain flared in him again and panic filled him.

      If this was another attacker, he didn’t know if he had the strength or energy to withstand it again. After having gone through what he just had, he didn’t know if he could absorb more. It had taken everything in his power to tolerate the last one, and in this case…

      Something moved near him.

      He rolled onto his side, trying to get to his feet, but he couldn’t see what it was.

      Shadows.

      The Order of the Flame. That was what it had to be. They were coming for him again.

      Hands were on him, grabbing him. He tried to fight them off, smacking at them, though he had no strength in his arms or legs, nothing that he could use to fight back. The only thing he had was his head.

      He leaned forward, banging it against something.

      Another pain flared within him.

      This was a new kind of pain, a new sort of torment, and within it, he felt agony but could do nothing about it.

      “Easy,” a voice said.

      Could it be that it was familiar?

      It didn’t sound as taunting as the Order of the Flame had been, and yet why should there be something familiar in that voice?

      He tried to flail his arms again, but they didn’t react the way they should.

      Ty was lifted, dragged forward, and from there… he knew that he was being taken someplace.

      “Stop,” he said.

      His voice was weak, just like every other part of him. There wasn’t anything that he could even do at this point. He tried to get more power and energy in his voice, but there wasn’t anything that he could do.

      “Easy,” the voice said again.

      This time, Ty knew that there was something familiar in the voice.

      Bingham?

      No, not Bingham. He didn’t have the strength to carry him the way that this person was.

      Could it be Dorian?

      Dorian could use the dragons, and he certainly would have the strength in order to carry him if it came down to it, but he didn’t think that it was Dorian. Why would Dorian be here?

      Of course, Ty had believed that Dorian had been the one who was following him in the first place, so maybe it was him. Maybe he actually had been there all along and just had revealed himself now.

      Why wouldn’t he have revealed himself before now?

      Could he have wanted the dauvern for himself?

      It would allow him to call dragons. Ty knew that, even if he didn’t fully understand how it worked. All he knew about the dauvern was that it was something powerful, some device that would grant magic to those who didn’t have it, and a way to summon dragons. It was the reason that Roson James wanted the dauvern, so that he could draw upon a power that he wasn’t supposed to have.

      Ty tried to swing his arm again, but once again there wasn’t anything in him that gave him the strength necessary.

      “Ty, you don’t have to fight.”

      The voice knew him.

      Who was it?

      He looked up, trying to blink, trying to clear his vision, but darkness still surrounded him.

      It had to be Dorian, then.

      That was why he had grabbed him, but where was he bringing him?

      He had called him Ty, though, and when he had been with Dorian, he had used Ty’s full name, primarily as a taunt, but this one…

      “Albion?”

      He barely got the name out.

      “It’s me,” Albion murmured.

      Ty fell into his arms, barely able to move. If it was Albion, there was no reason to fight. He was who he had been trying to get to anyway. Now that he was here, now that he was with his brother, if nothing else, he would ensure that he was safe.

      If only he had tried to do so when they were younger.

      Maybe Ty wouldn’t have needed to chase the life that he had, and maybe he wouldn’t have ended up this way.

      “What happened?” Albion asked.

      “Order…”

      He couldn’t even finish that much. There was no more strength within him, nothing other than the pain that filled him. He had to be bleeding all over Albion, and at this point Ty didn’t even care. All he cared about was trying to stay awake.

      If he started to drift off, he knew what would happen.

      He had to stay awake.

      “Why would the Order attack you?”

      He was setting him down, lowering Ty now, but he couldn’t tell much else.

      “Dauvern,” he whispered.

      He opened his eyes and the darkness was gone. Now he saw a lantern nearby, its pale light reflecting off his brother.

      “Dauvern. You do have it.”

      “Did.”

      Albion sighed. “That’s unfortunate.”

      He left him lying there, and Ty tried to sit up, propping himself on his elbows, but the pain made it difficult to do much of anything. He noticed that there were dragon relics all around him.

      If this was the home of the Dragon Thief, of course there would be dragon relics. How many things had his brother stolen over the years?

      Enough to fill a palace.

      The Dragon Thief had been busy, stealing and filling his pockets with various relics and artifacts, and yet Ty couldn’t even blame him for what he’d been doing. How could he, when he had been doing the same thing?

      He dropped back down to the table as his brother returned. He pressed something against his side. “I don’t know if this is going to do much good. I’m going to need to get you help.”

      “Healer,” Ty said.

      “I know you need a healer, but I’m afraid if I leave you now you aren’t going to be able to survive, and I certainly don’t think you are strong enough to go through the streets.” Albion pressed his side, pushing on it, and it hurt so badly that he wasn’t strong enough not to cry out and fight against it. “Would you stop?” he said to Ty.

      “Hurt,” Ty said.

      “I know that it hurts, but you have to deal with this, Ty. You’re stronger than this.”

      He looked up, locking eyes with his brother’s dark eyes. “How do you know?”

      Albion held his gaze for a moment before tearing it away, and he sighed. He reached for something on a tray nearby before placing it against Ty’s side. Pain flared again, only this was different. Whereas the pain that he’d been feeling was a hot, throbbing sort of pain, this was cold, almost icy, and unpleasant.

      There came a strange stirring within him, as if the item that he placed on his side somehow pulled more of the crossbow bolt buried in him free. It wiggled, moving toward the surface, and the longer that he left it there, the more that pain continued. He could feel it throbbing within him.

      “Hurts,” he said again.

      “I know it hurts. And unfortunately, there’s no other way around it. We have to leave this here until I can get help.”

      “What is it?”

      Surprisingly, it didn’t hurt nearly as much as it had before, and he recognized that whatever he was doing must be helping.

      “It’s an old dragon relic I have.”

      “Have or stole?”

      “I’m surprised you would even care. I’m even more surprised you would be the one to question me,” he said.

      “I’m not questioning.”

      Strength came back to him, which surprised him. Given everything that he’d gone through, and as much as he must’ve bled, he would’ve expected to be weaker. At this point, all he could do was try to find the strength in him to withstand the pain, but that proved difficult. He looked over at his brother and found him wrapping bandages around his side, pressing the dragon relic against him.

      “We are going to leave this here until I get back. You need to rest.”

      “Are you coming back?”

      “Do you really think I’m going to leave you here?”

      “I don’t know.”

      He looked away, rolling off to the side, looking at the other dragon relics in the room, and wondered if perhaps he would even come back. At this point, he didn’t know enough about his brother to know whether or not he would return with the help that he promised, but he had to think that he would.

      Albion took his hand, squeezing. “I’m not leaving you, Ty.”

      Ty wanted to argue, but everything hurt within him, and he didn’t even know if there was any point in arguing with him anymore. He was here now, though for how much longer? At what point would Albion leave?

      And when he did, would he ever return?

      It angered him that he would have those questions, but it angered him even more that he didn’t know the answers.

      Albion released his hand, and Ty heard the door open and then close.

      He rested his head back on the pillow, keeping his eyes closed but trying to focus on his breathing. The pain was less than it had been before, though worse than anything else that he had ever experienced. Ty had been injured in his job before, though never quite like this. Never with any sort of fear that he might not actually survive.

      “Why didn’t you help?”

      He doubted that the smoke dragon would even respond, especially after having been absent for the entirety of the fight.

      Only, now that he was lying here, feeling the cold of the dragon relic pressed up against his skin, there came another stirring deep within him, almost as if the smoke dragon decided that now would be the time to present itself and try to show whether or not there was anything it could do.

      He laughed bitterly. “No you don’t,” he said.

      The dragon continued fluttering in his belly. There was a surge of heat, followed by a little bit of smoke, and then there was nothing. It was faint, just enough that he couldn’t tell anything more about it other than that it drifted out and around him.

      Ty tried focusing on the smoke. If it was going to respond to him now, then why shouldn’t he let it?

      He remembered what Dorian had told him about the power, the energy he could connect to, but it was more than just connecting to it, according to Dorian. It was a matter of controlling that power, and Ty didn’t know if controlling it was something that he was capable of doing, but more than that, he didn’t even know if it was something he wanted to do.

      He wanted to understand the dragon.

      The dragon had helped him, and had made a point of helping him when it came to battling with Roson, so why shouldn’t he want to work with it now?

      Maybe because the dragon was the reason he didn’t feel like he had any control now. He was here in the city, presumably to learn about the dragon, presumably to feel a measure of control over it, but unfortunately, there was nothing more that he could do.

      The smoke continued to swirl, though as it swirled, there didn’t seem to be a generality to it. There was only a focus, as if the dragon was continuing to circle around his injury.

      Then it began to flow.

      It worked from his head to his toes, the warmth that filled him staying there, reminding him of the pain that he had felt when he had first realized that he had a connection to the dragons, only this time that heat and pain was like a searing sort of sensation, something that struck him as reminiscent of when he’d been shot by the crossbow bolt in the first place.

      His mind numbed to the pain.

      It throbbed within him for a little while before finally easing off.

      And then he settled his head back. He drifted and came around to the sound of voices.

      Hands pressed on his side, and for a moment Ty feared that it was the Order of the Flame, but then he saw Albion’s face again, along with another woman. Raven black wavy hair hung past her shoulders. A dark complexion. A pretty face and bright blue eyes. Her green cloak covered her shoulders, with the hood pooling around them.

      “Ty,” Albion whispered.

      “I’m here,” he said.

      “Thank the Flame,” Albion breathed out.

      Ty wanted to shake his head. Even injured as he was, his brother was going to play at the image that he was a faithful servant of the Flame?

      Maybe he was.

      He realized he didn’t even know. When it came to Albion, and when it came to his level of service, he had no real idea whether or not he truly served the Flame or if it was all an act in order to gain the access that he wanted.

      Maybe it was both.

      The woman removed the dressing around his side, pressing her hands upon it. “You could have bandaged this more neatly,” she said.

      “I’m not always the neatest,” Albion said.

      “I know,” she said, chuckling softly.

      Ty’s side didn’t hurt nearly as badly as it had before.

      “Let’s see what we have here…” she paused. “You told me this was injured, Al.”

      “It was injured,” he said, moving around the table. “He was bleeding heavily. You saw the blood outside. The trail.”

      He wondered just how much of a trail he had left. Given how badly he’d been injured, and how much he must have been leaking blood, he could imagine that he’d left a significant trail outside, which would only give the Order of the Flame an easier way of finding him.

      “I saw it, but look at this.” The woman held up the dragon relic that Albion had placed on him. “I didn’t think this had that much power.”

      “You’re the one who told me about it,” Albion said.

      “I know I told you about it, and you needed to have it with all of the things you’ve been doing…” The woman shook her head and began to press on Ty’s side. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “I suppose I should say thank you.”

      “You don’t need to thank me.”

      “I should thank you, especially since I had to wake you in the middle of the night to come out here.”

      “I don’t mind the waking in the middle of the night.” She grinned at Albion. “I do mind getting dragged out of bed for injured people.”

      “It’s not the first time,” he said.

      “No, I suppose it’s not. I do hope we don’t need to keep doing this.”

      “Me too,” Albion said.

      The woman backed away. “I suspect the two of you need to talk. And I need to get back to sleep. Unlike some people, I do have a long day planned starting at sunrise.”

      “Do you want me to escort you back?”

      “You know that’s not necessary.”

      Albion smiled and walked her to the door, whispering something more to her before she stepped out into the night, closing the door behind her.

      Albion lingered for a moment, and Ty had a feeling that he watched for the woman to depart before turning back.

      “Do you care to tell me how you recovered so quickly?” Albion said, dragging a chair over and sitting next to him.

      Ty took a deep breath. He must have slept a little bit, as he felt better than he had before. “Only if you care to tell me who she is,” he said, nodding at the door. “The two of you obviously are comfortable with each other. Is she some woman you’re seeing?” Ty grinned. “I mean, she is pretty enough, but I didn’t think thieves liked to get involved.”

      At least, Ty had never gotten involved. Partly that was because he had played up his role, but partly that was because he knew that the kind of work he did was dangerous and didn’t need to get anybody else mixed up in it, unless they already were.

      “Something like that,” Albion said softly. “But you know I’m not really a thief.”

      Ty frowned. “What do you mean something like that?”

      “That’s Zara. That’s my wife.”
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      Albion had left Ty alone while he was doing something, likely trying to hide something more from him. At this point, he didn’t even know anything about his brother other than the fact that he hid things from him. Not only had he not revealed his real reason for joining the church, but he had hidden that he had become the Dragon Thief, and now he had a hidden wife?

      How much else had he kept hidden?

      Ty sat up. He rubbed his side, shocked to find that the wound was gone.

      That had to be the effect of the smoke dragon, but why would the smoke dragon bother healing him like that? Why wouldn’t the smoke dragon have helped him before he was wounded?

      Albion returned, taking a seat in the chair. His eyes were drawn, and there were hollowed, darkened edges along the lower surfaces of his lids, as if he’d been awake for a long time. He crossed his arms over his chest, watching him. “What happened?”

      Ty chuckled. “I don’t think so. We’re going to talk about you first.”

      “What’s there to say?”

      “I don’t know. How about ‘Ty, I’d like you to meet my wife Zara,’ and give me a chance to talk with her?”

      “I will. I had planned on it.”

      “When? Before or after you lured me out to this dangerous part of the city.”

      “It’s not supposed to be dangerous,” Albion said.

      “Nothing is supposed to be dangerous in the capital, but obviously it is. The Order of the Flame has enough influence out here—”

      “It’s not the Order of the Flame,” he said. He looked up, holding his gaze for a moment. “They want you to believe they are members of the church, but they are not.”

      He knew they were not and that they had presented themselves as members of the church. He’d dealt with them enough to recognize the true danger of the Order.

      “Sort of like you?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “Oh, good. I was afraid you were going to deny that to me.”

      “Deny what to you? I told you the truth.”

      “You told me the truth after you were captured.”

      Even then, Albion hadn’t really told him the truth. He had found out any truths through others. When it came to his brother, there was no truth, at least not the way he believed there to be.

      “I told you the truth when it became necessary,” Albion said softly.

      “Why couldn’t you tell me before?”

      “Because you wouldn’t have been ready for it before,” he whispered.

      “And I am now?”

      “No, but I don’t have much choice in it now.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because it seems you became the target, rather than what it was supposed to be.”

      “Roson James.”

      Albion clasped his hands together, leaning forward and resting his elbows on his thighs. “I was supposed to be the target. He was supposed to look for the Dragon Thief, and for a while he did, but then he began to suspect something was off.”

      “How?” Ty was incredibly curious about all of this. He’d only caught snippets of it from Gayal, not enough to truly understand what was going on or why his brother got involved in it, but he wanted to know. He felt as if there was something about what had happened that he needed to know.

      “I can’t say that I have the answer to that,” Albion said. “We knew there was an infiltration within the kingdom. Somebody looking for power they should not have. We knew that somebody was working on behalf of the Lothinal.”

      “That’s what Gayal told me.”

      “Lothinal is a dangerous land. They want nothing but violence and destruction and are willing to use whatever they can to destroy the Flame. Trust me, Ty, you don’t want to cross them.”

      “I can’t really trust you with a whole lot of anything,” he said.

      “I suppose that’s true,” Albion said. “What do you want to know about?”

      Ty looked over at his brother and shook his head. All this time when he’d wanted to see his brother, to find him and discuss what had been going on, he had never thought there would come a time when he would have to decide which of the things he would ask was most important. He had never imagined that not only would Albion be the Dragon Thief, but he would also be working on behalf of the ghost king, however peripherally. Ty would never have imagined Albion had some connection to a different power, but at the same time he also would never have imagined he had a connection to some hidden power.

      More than that, regardless of what his brother admitted to him, Ty couldn’t share anything with him. And he wondered if Albion knew.

      If he told him, then he ran the risk of Dorian learning he’d shared, and he ran the risk of this being some sort of test that he needed to pass. The only way to pass was to hide and conceal the fact of why he was in the city. If it wasn’t some sort of test, then he had to abandon the possibility of bringing his brother along and using what he might know.

      Either way, Ty couldn’t tell him.

      “Why don’t you tell me about the Dragon Thief?”

      He chuckled. “That’s what you want to know about?”

      “Should I ask about you joining the priesthood?”

      “That was where I initially thought I would serve,” he said. He stared off into the distance, his eyes closing slightly. “When I first joined the Priests of the Flame, I thought that I was serving the Flame.” He smiled softly and closed his eyes. “I did go intending to serve. There was no other purpose than that.”

      “No other purpose?”

      “It was shortly before we lost our parents,” Albion said.

      “I remember,” Ty whispered.

      “Everything that happened is tied to the Flame. I know that when our parents disappeared, it was hard on you, but they aren’t gone. They’ve just gone to serve the Flame, the same way as I have. I’ve tried to understand what the Flame asks of me, so that I can do what is needed. I’ve wanted to find the Manifestation of the Flame.”

      Ty frowned at him. “What is the Manifestation of the Flame?”

      Albion took in a deep breath. “It’s something that the king and his Tecal and his Dragon Touched don’t even believe, but the priests do. I do.” He leaned forward. “When there are times of great difficulty, the Flame provides answers. That is the Manifestation. We have searched for those answers, and believe that a time is coming when the Manifestation will be needed.”

      Ty wasn’t sure what that meant, but he could tell from the way that his brother stared so intently at him that he did.

      It was about the Flame.

      Always with Albion.

      “You could’ve talked to me,” Ty said.

      “Perhaps I should have. Especially given everything that you must have been going through. I am sorry. I can’t really explain what my thought process was at the time. All I know was that I believed that I was protecting you. I was protecting myself. And I reacted.” Albion opened his eyes, and he shrugged. “I was a foolish boy making a foolish decision.”

      “But you did it because you truly serve the Flame?”

      Albion had always followed the Flame, so why was Ty surprised in that now? He shouldn’t be.

      No. He couldn’t be.

      Albion nodded. “I’ve always wanted to serve the Flame so I could know the power and know that there was a purpose in things. I had believed there was something more.” He smiled slightly. “Mother had convinced me of that. It was the one thing that she had given me.”

      “What was that?”

      “Her faith. Coming to Zarinth as we did, living in the jungle like we did, I had known the power of the Flame in a different way than most. Even within the priesthood, there were those who didn’t know and feel the Flame the way I did intrinsically. Partly that came from having traversed Ishantil many times, but partly it came from a separation from the city, the separation of the kingdom.” He smiled, shaking his head. “Did you know that many of the priests have never been to Ishantil? They claim they follow the Flame, but they never go and visit the true power.”

      “That’s not the true power,” Ty said, shaking his head.

      “No?” Albion cocked his head to the side, pressing his hands together, watching Ty. There was something very much of the priest in the way that he studied him. Maybe it was the warmth in the sparkling reflection in his eyes, or maybe it was the half smile on his face. “What would you say that the true power is?”

      Ty shook his head. “Ishantil is a volcano, Albion. I’ve lived in Zarinth long enough to know that it’s nothing more than that.”

      “And I can say with absolute certainty that I was there when you learned it was something more than that.”

      Ty took a deep breath and shook his head, staring at his brother. “Did you know what would happen?”

      “I didn’t know, but I suspected.”

      Ty frowned. It meant Albion knew about the dragon, and he knew what had happened.

      “I think there was some part of me that always knew that there was a power there, and going to serve the Flame helped me find and understand that power. I had been working with the Tecal, but when I reached Ishantil, I knew what needed to happen. I understood my real purpose, and how I could truly serve the Flame.” He shook his head. “Maybe that’s foolishness, and yet if it is, I don’t know that I even care. At this point, it doesn’t matter.”

      “Why doesn’t it matter at this point?”

      “Because I have seen and experienced more. I have come to understand that the Flame is more than just a dragon.”

      “What is it, then? If you’re saying that it’s not Ishantil like so many of the priests celebrate—”

      “The priests celebrate the representation of Ishantil, but they don’t necessarily celebrate Ishantil.” He chuckled, smiling at Ty. “Perhaps if you would’ve spent more time going to the temple, you would have understood this. The Flame connects us. All of us. Some of us can access the power of the Flame more directly, but others can only observe it. Most of the Priests of the Flame are only able to peripherally observe it, though there are some, a precious few, who feel its calling more directly.”

      “Like the Dragon Touched,” Ty said. He wasn’t about to tell his brother anything about the Tecal, though he wondered if he knew.

      Maybe with his connection to the priests, to Gayal and everything that he’d experienced, his brother already knew about the Tecal and their connection to dragons.

      If he didn’t, then he wasn’t going to be the one to reveal that to him. He wasn’t going to be the one to share details, especially not anything that could expose the Tecal beyond what they wanted to have exposed.

      “Something like the Dragon Touched, though not entirely. You see, the Dragon Touched have a particular kind of power, but the kind of power they have is different and unique.”

      “I understand that.”

      “No, that’s the challenge, I think. Very few people really understand what the Dragon Touched can do. They connect to remains. It’s a very distant and vague sort of connection.”

      “You mean the dragon remnants.”

      “Bones. Even artifacts that were made by artisans over the years out of the remains. You can even take a dragon claw, or perhaps even a scale, and you can turn that into something one of the Dragon Touched can use.”

      “I know,” he said.

      He regarded him for a moment. “I suppose you do. The other Dragon Thief in our family.”

      “I was never the Dragon Thief. At least, I was never the Dragon Thief like you were.”

      “Are you disappointed?”

      “Learning that my brother was the Dragon Thief?” Ty shrugged. “Maybe jealous is the right way to say it.”

      “You would have preferred to be the Dragon Thief?”

      “I wouldn’t have minded,” he said.

      He grinned at Ty. “There’s still time, Ty.”

      “So you believe the power of the Flame connects all of us.”

      “I believe the power of the Flame connects all living things, but there are those who are more finely attuned to it.”

      “Like the dragons,” Ty said.

      “Exactly. The dragons are innately attuned to the power of the Flame. We have long known that even the king’s small dragons are connected to the power of the Flame. The true Flame. You must be able to understand that. Even in Zarinth, we have seen those dragons. But few really understand the Flame. None in the kingdom fully understand it. There are those who have tried, and they have failed, all searching for knowledge about the power of the Flame, trying to track through that energy to see if there’s anything that they might be able to use when it comes to mastering it.”

      “By mastering it, you mean borrowing it.”

      He chuckled. “Borrowing. I suppose that is true. The king has searched for a way to access the Flame directly. Others as well. They all look for that Manifestation.”

      There was something about the way he said it that left Ty worried for his brother and worried about what he might intend.

      “And not through the dragons?” That surprised Ty. Knowing what he did of the Tecal, and the kind of power that they had by accessing the dragons within them, he would’ve expected that they would have simply used the dragons.

      “Some don’t need a dragon to call upon that power. There are some who have a way of reaching for the Flame directly.” Albion sat back, his brow furrowed and his mouth pinched in a tight frown. “And it’s different than the Dragon Touched. They don’t need the power of an ancient relic in order to call upon that energy. It is different. Even the priests recognize that there is likely to be some way to tap into the Flame, but we have not been able to find it.”

      Ty almost smiled at his mention of we, before realizing the greater concern that he had shared. That was what he had been after.

      “So that is why you and the Tecal invented the Dragon Thief?”

      “That was how it started,” Albion said. “They knew there was something going on, a threat to the kingdom, and they needed somebody who could help. I saw it as a way of serving the Flame. And over time, it became something more for me. My way of chasing the Manifestation of the Flame. How could I not? That is more important than anything else.” He leaned forward, looking at Ty. “I wish I could help you understand. I wish that you truly believed in the Flame the way that I do.”

      “You wish that you could force your beliefs on me. I don’t know that I can believe in the Flame the way that you do,” Ty said.

      “For years, I would have said that it was nothing. That the Flame was something that we cannot access directly. That the Flame was something too mystical and powerful for us to be able to reach on our own. I was taught by the Priests of the Flame that we could not touch it directly or else it would burn. This despite the fact that the Flame flows within us, that it is the very essence of life itself. That in knowing the power of the Flame, we can truly understand something more. Something greater,” Albion said.

      “What changed for you?”

      “I saw for myself.”

      “You saw it?” Ty asked.

      Albion nodded. “I saw something,” he said, his voice dropping to a whisper. “And I felt it.” He inhaled deeply. “I was new to the Priests of the Flame. I still didn’t know my place, though I was learning. I was trying to understand just what they were asking of me, wanting to know how I could best serve the Priests of the Flame, and as I worked at that I learned that I had an affinity. You could say that I had the potential to be one of the Dragon Touched, but serving the priesthood made me something different.”

      “One of the Order of the Flame,” Ty said.

      He tipped his head. “Very good. The Order of the Flame is real, and there are those who serve it within the church and serve it faithfully. This was what I believed my fate to be. When I learned that I had a certain potential, I can’t deny that I was elated by it. I wanted to embrace that power and I wanted to serve the Flame as it called to me.”

      “And then you saw this other?”

      “I was serving in the city of Norvel. I don’t know how well you know the geography, but it’s far to the south of here, situated near a steam field.” Albion pressed his hands together, and there was something about the gesture that reminded Ty of his father, the way that he had once looked. “A place of power for the Flame if there ever was one. Much like with Ishantil, the steam swamps are quite impressive, though in a very different way. They burst periodically, sending plumes of steam and heat rising in the air, and it’s a place where the priests have long celebrated the Flame, recognizing the power that exists there, recognizing the energy of the Flame, and trying to celebrate it, trying to capture just a hint of it so that they can share it with others.” He smiled. “And surprisingly, it’s a place of dragon relics. Much like in Ishantil, where the dragons have prowled around the heat and the fire, as if that fire itself gives rise to them, the steam swamps of Norvel are much the same. Powerful, and they put off massive amounts of heat. It is an unsurprising place to find those who celebrate the Flame, much like Ishantil is an unsurprising place to find those who celebrate there.”

      “And this is where you saw this person?”

      “I thought it was a priest,” Albion started. “I followed them, making my way across the steam swamp. I had learned to detect the presence of dragon remnants. It is something that is required of those within the Order of the Flame, and I could easily tell when a person had a dragon remnant upon them. Much like I can tell that you carry your dagger, something else in your pocket, and then something that is strange.” He shook his head. “I learned to feel it. To be attuned to it. And I was good at it. So as I followed this man out into the steam swamp, I uncovered something about him. Something unusual.”

      “He didn’t have any relics on him,” he said.

      “He did not. And what was stranger still was that he was calling upon some great power and causing the steam to erupt.”

      “Why?”

      Albion shrugged. “I wish I knew. When he realized I was following him, he started moving more quickly than I could track. I tried to stay with him, but unfortunately he evaded me, and what was more he threw power at me, forcing me back.”

      “What made you decide to go after him then?”

      “I decided to go after him because I needed to understand that power. I was still young in my connection to the Flame, early in my following of the priesthood, and I believed that if there was somebody who had access to the Flame directly, if I could learn how to do that, I could better serve it. Perhaps I could manifest such a connection.”

      Ty doubted that any of this was why his brother had come to him at the tavern. At the same time, hearing him share his story of what had changed for him left Ty thinking that maybe he could better understand what he was doing, what he had been doing, and how he had gotten caught up in everything that he had.

      “What did you see?”

      “He disappeared,” Albion said. “I went months worrying, contemplating that power. I prayed on it, trying to reach the power of the Flame myself, convinced that if there was some way to do so, I could. I had grown up so near Ishantil, after all, so why shouldn’t I be the one to do it?” He shook his fingers, as if trying to wave off some pain within them. “And then I began to look into the Flame. I threw myself in my studies, devouring as much information as I could about the Flame, spending time mastering the old texts, translating them myself, and I began to see a trend.” He leaned back, closing his eyes. “When I did, I began to realize that there was a different sort of power available, though it was something I had not expected. There were other stories. Of course, I believed they were just stories. How could I believe that they were anything else? There were tales of men and women who had touched the Flame directly and used it, but none of them were from the kingdom.”

      “No?”

      “You already knew that.”

      “I spoke to Roson James,” Ty said.

      “That’s right,” he said. “I forget you had your own encounter with him. I didn’t know him by that name. I didn’t even know that he was the same person. All I knew was that there was somebody in the kingdom. And he had that ability. I started looking for him, and then I began to find evidence of him cropping up from time to time. Stories of power, and then… residual remnants of power. Thankfully, I had risen high enough in my studies that I could move around more easily. I told you I was attuned to dragon remnants, and because of that I could feel the energy that he summoned, and I could feel the way he was calling upon it and the effect he left behind. Then I started to see other things were missing. Ancient artifacts disappeared, and it drew the attention of the priesthood, but it also drew the attention of the king.”

      “I can imagine,” he said.

      “The priesthood and the king have long had a strained relationship. It’s unfortunate, as we both serve the same goals, but over time things have evolved, changing so that for whatever reason, things are not nearly as coordinated as they should be.” He shrugged. “But with this, I started to notice that the king’s Tecal were there. Always coming late after something went missing. The king’s Tecal followed, and when they did it didn’t take long for me to realize there was something ancient missing.”

      Ty closed his eyes. He was still weak and tired and having felt everything that he’d gone through, he wasn’t sure that this was the right time to be having a conversation with his brother, but at the same time he also didn’t know if he would get another chance.

      Given everything they had gone through, there had been no chance for Ty to learn anything more, despite his wanting to. He had to stay. He had to focus. He had to listen.

      “How does this have to do with the Dragon Thief?”

      “It has everything to do with the Dragon Thief. When we realized things were missing, I reached out. There was a young Tecal I had seen in several of the cities, and she had been following the disappearances.”

      “Gayal,” he said.

      Albion nodded.

      Ty frowned. “So she’s known all along.”

      “She’s been a part of the planning from the very beginning. It was partly her idea that we try to draw out this person, mostly by staying ahead of them. If it was tied to ancient relics, then we needed to uncover them, and we needed to have this Dragon Thief get to them before this other person could.”

      “How do you know that it wasn’t Gayal?”

      “I thought the same at first. I didn’t know whether or not I could trust her, as she was the king’s Tecal, but I also recognized there was a desire in her. She wanted to know.”

      Ty understood Gayal a little bit better. She had faith, and whether that faith was in the Flame or whether it was something else, he didn’t know, but it didn’t fully matter. She had an interest in protecting some of the ancient history.

      “So you created the Dragon Thief.”

      “We did. And we wanted to see if we could draw this out. Ideally, we would have them attack me, but…”

      “But they never did,” Ty said.

      “No,” he whispered.

      “How did you uncover the dauvern?”

      “That was in one of the ancient texts. I found something that referenced a time from ages ago, a time when the dragons responded to those with the connection to the Flame. Much like many things within the ancient texts, some of the priests believed it was little more than a fairy tale, a fable meant to describe the connection to the Flame, but there were those who began to question whether there was something more.”

      “You mean you.”

      Albion nodded slowly. “I meant me. I came to realize I needed access to some of that ancient information, and soon I began to realize I wouldn’t find the answers I needed in the priesthood. I needed to go elsewhere.”

      “But you didn’t have to leave the priesthood.”

      “Not to find what I wanted, but I had to have access to more. Unfortunately, the king and the priesthood don’t always align in their views. But the king has access to ancient relics and books that the priesthood does not. I needed to bring those together, bridging them so that I could find another answer. But I also was hoping to rebuild the connection so that perhaps the king could find his own understanding of the Flame.”

      “And that’s what brought you to search for the dauvern?”

      “Between the two, I found information that led me to the dauvern. That allowed me to keep searching and started me down a different journey.”

      “To understand the dragons.”

      “The dragons, everything that they are connected to, everything they represent. I thought that if I could find more, if I could somehow connect to them, that I might be able to draw out this other.”

      “You would become the true Dragon Thief.” It meant that he intended to use the dauvern to draw out the dragons and to use that to connect to the Flame directly. “All of this was your attempt to try to reveal this person.”

      “All of this was to understand the Flame,” Albion said.

      “And now? What about the dauvern?”

      “The dauvern was my way of trying to understand how the connection to the Flame is made in a different way than what I was taught, but if I can find the Manifestation I can find something more. I can find a direct connection to the Flame. That is more important than anything else.”

      Ty stared at his brother. All this time, after learning all he had about him, he had expected to be impressed by him. He had expected to be impressed by everything Albion knew and everything that he had become. And there was a part of Ty that was.

      “Did you actually pull the jobs, or was at all a lie?”

      “I had to be the Dragon Thief. It could not be an act. Otherwise they would’ve known.”

      So Albion actually had done the impossible jobs, actually pulled off the type of things that Ty had once believed were not only improbable but impossible.

      Albion took a deep breath. “I have to find the dauvern.”

      “Why? I told you it doesn’t matter anymore. There’s nothing within the dauvern that will make a difference with what we’re doing.”

      “The dauvern makes all the difference,” he said. “Don’t you see that? Roson wanted it because it is something for the dragons.” Ty shook his head.

      “He wants some way to control the dragons. And he learned something when he was after me.” Ty hadn’t been sure how much he needed to tell Albion, but he worried that he needed to reveal some truth.

      If he didn’t, then what would happen?

      “The egg hatched,” Ty said.

      Albion frowned. “It did?”

      “But it was different. Not like the dragons the king has.”

      This was his brother. He needed his help.

      “There was a dragon that seemed to be made of smoke. I don’t exactly know how, what it means, or anything about it, only that it hatched from your egg. And now it has supposedly connected to me in some way. I don’t know what that means, either, but I’m trying to understand it. And I worry what will happen if I don’t. Especially now that they stole the dauvern from me.”

      “Oh, Ty,” Albion whispered.

      “You don’t have to say that. I know that you don’t really care.”

      “I care more than you know.”

      “Then you can help me get it back. You are the one who is trained for it. You can do this. The Dragon Thief can do this.”

      Albion got to his feet, looking around the inside of the room. It was dark other than the lantern, which didn’t reveal much in the depths of the darkness, but here was where he had begun to think that his brother was something more, and perhaps he was. He was a Priest of the Flame, and he’d been searching for meaning and an understanding of the power that connected him to the rest of the world, but at the same time he was not so different than any other priest. He had just gone about his search for power in a very different way.

      “I think it’s time that I get back,” Ty said.

      “I could walk you back.”

      Frustration surged through Ty, and he tried to move, but pain still lingered within him. “That’s unnecessary. Now that I don’t have the dauvern, there’s no reason for the Order—or false Order—to attack me.”

      He had nothing they wanted. As far as he knew, they didn’t even know about the smoke dragon. He wasn’t going to tell his brother that, though. Albion might not understand.

      All this time, all this work he had put in, everything to try to understand him, and he was only trying to chase his beliefs.

      Now he had to go after the dauvern himself. He had to protect his dragon. If he didn’t, then not only would he be in danger, but perhaps all of the Tecal would be as well. As he headed to the door, he paused, turning back to his brother. “Did you ever try to get help for our parents?”

      “I have been trying to find information about our parents since they disappeared. Mother went to Thery and father went after her. I have not found anything beyond that.”

      That was more than what Ty had found.

      And all this time Albion had known?

      “Why didn’t you let me know?”

      “There wasn’t anything for you to know,” Albion said. “You know that mother chased the dragon relics because she believed…” He looked up, holding Ty’s gaze for a moment. “I suppose it doesn’t really matter what she believed. She traced them nonetheless.”

      “It matters,” Ty said.

      “Mother felt a connection to dragons, Ty. That’s why we lived near Ishantil. I wish that she would’ve been able to share with you her reason for it. But…” He cocked a brow, regarding Ty for a moment. “Unfortunately, she is not here.”

      As he often did around Albion these days, Ty had a distinct sense his brother knew something more and was keeping something from him.

      It frustrated him.

      “If you know something about her… or them… I feel like I deserve to know it.”

      His brother looked up, holding his gaze on Ty for a moment. “I wish that there was something I could tell you that would make it better.”

      “There is something that you can tell me. You could tell me the truth.”

      “You lost the dauvern. There is no truth that matters any longer.”

      Albion turned his attention back to what he was working on, and Ty realize that his brother was sending him away.

      All of that and he would still not learn what he wanted?

      Ty wanted to yell at his brother; he wanted to shout and demand that his brother share with him what he knew. He wanted to tell him that he deserved more than what Albion had given him, but he wasn’t sure that it even mattered. His brother wasn’t going to say anything.

      He stepped out, closing the door behind him, and couldn’t help but feel as if he were shutting the door on some part of his past.

      And he couldn’t help but question if another door would open.
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      The clearing in front of Ty was dark, the air calm and still, and the formation of rocks that surrounded him was unusual enough that he had little difficulty identifying the dragon element within it. All of this was a display of Dorian’s control, and all of this was beyond his ability to try to replicate.

      Ty continued to try to reach for the smoke dragon, and other than what he’d felt the night before that had healed him there had been no other stirring of power within. It was as if the dragon had abandoned him altogether, choosing to have nothing more to do with him.

      He wanted to coax the dragon out, wanting to convince the dragon to work with him, but unfortunately it seemed as if the dragon was unwilling to do so.

      “I can’t get it to work,” Ty said. Irritation filled him, almost as much with himself as with the dragon. Why would he not respond? He knew that he needed his help, but for whatever reason he refused to work with Ty.

      He focused on the power within him, trying to find a way to reach for it, but even as Ty probed, trying to find some way to capture his energy, there was nothing within him to call upon.

      Maybe there wasn’t going to be any way to reach it.

      Dorian stood across from him, the tendrils of shadow coming off him and mixing with a bit of the bright light, the mingling of the two dragons the same as what he used each time that he drew on his power. Ty struggled with that, trying to understand how he held onto that power, trying to master the energy that he used.

      “I can’t do it,” he said.

      Dorian stretched his hand out, and as before there came a fluttering of energy coming off him, but it filled Ty, giving a sense that Dorian was calling to the dragon, summoning that power from him. It wouldn’t take long before he managed to pull it completely away.

      He could feel the smoke dragon struggling against Dorian, trying to fight the way that he was pulling on it, but the call was too much. Each time that he felt that tug, he couldn’t help but question whether it was a test that Dorian tried on him, straining for some way to help him foster a better connection to the dragon.

      “Enough,” Ty said.

      When he spoke, something shifted.

      He felt a stirring of power deep within his belly, some heat and energy that built up, flowing there for just a moment, lasting long enough for him to feel the way that it surged. He could grasp that power, and he held onto it. Ty tried to call it to him again, but even as he did, he couldn’t tell if there was anything more that he was doing. All he could tell was that something had reacted.

      “Very good,” Dorian said.

      “What was it?”

      “You called to him.”

      He could still feel that fluttering deep within his belly, the heat and gnawing sort of energy that was there. He looked down, and there was a bit of smoke swirling around his midsection, and though it didn’t go anywhere else, he felt as if there was a bit of a connection to Ty now that wasn’t there before.

      “The next step is to call upon command,” he said.

      “Considering I don’t know exactly what I did, I don’t know if I could even do that.”

      “You can keep trying,” Dorian said.

      “I am trying.”

      “I would encourage you to keep trying.”

      He focused on the energy, the smoke coming out of him, the power he could feel. But even as he did, there wasn’t anything within it that he could access. It was almost as if that smoke left him trembling with power but nothing more.

      He closed his eyes, focusing on the heat and burning within his belly. “Just help me out a little bit,” he said to the smoke dragon.

      For a moment, it seemed as if the dragon responded, creating a swirling of power, and it flowed out into the injury that he’d sustained the night before, and then down into his feet, then up to his body, out into his chest, and then his arms.

      Finally, the dragon retreated, drawing back into his midsection.

      It didn’t work.

      He had tried to call upon that power, trying to summon it, but there had been nothing to it. He squeezed his hands together, forming a tight fist, and tried again. There had to be some way to reach it and to find a way to connect to the dragon. The power was there within Ty. It was just a matter of accessing it, but somehow it fought him.

      That was the key, he thought. The fight was part of the struggle, part of the challenge, and if he could find a way to overpower that fight, maybe…

      Or did it have to be a fight?

      When he dealt with the dragon, he didn’t have the feeling that it wanted to fight with him. He had a feeling that it was there within him, and though it was present there was something about it that was willing to work with him. It had healed him, after all, and had protected him when he had needed it before.

      It wasn’t a matter of controlling it. Regardless of what Dorian might claim, or how Gayal had tried to instruct him, this was about finding a way to connect to this dragon. Not control. He had no interest in controlling this dragon. It didn’t seem right to him. He had no idea what to call it, though. Maybe understanding it would help.

      And when he had visited the Hatchery, he had seen how the other dragons had all been different as well. They were stunted, twisted, and there was a strange sort of power within them all that filled them with an energy, but it was a different energy than what he felt within himself.

      “You have to force the dragons to work with you,” Dorian said, taking a step toward him.

      Once again, Dorian held his hand out and this time a swirl of power came off him, and Ty could feel how he still pulled the dragon to him, as if he were trying to wrest control of the dragon away from him.

      The dragon fluttered, and he recognized that fluttering, that sensation deep within his belly, and he pulled back on it, using what he could feel within him to help the dragon solidify within his belly and stay with Ty.

      Ty had to call upon that energy.

      If he could find a way to grasp that power and energy, then he might be able to help the dragon. He might be able to use the energy, and he might be able to do something more with it.

      But first, he had to find it.

      Ty pulled on it again, and he focused on the burning within him. It was that burning he needed to reach. That burning seemed to matter. It was that burning that seemed to give him the connection to the dragon, and it was that which he needed to master and use.

      He breathed in and out, focusing on the pain that he had experienced before. That was what the dragon had helped with. If he could use that, if he could find a way to connect to that energy, then he might be able to find something more. The dragon had wanted to restore Ty.

      It was all about Ty, and the connection he shared with him.

      That was what the key was.

      The dragon had only come when he had reacted. It only came when he had needed it. The dragon had not come when he had been uninjured.

      What would it do if he were in danger now?

      Maybe nothing, especially as he had realized that the dragon had not initially done anything when he’d been injured the night before. When the fake Order of the Flame had shot Ty with a crossbow, the dragon had not helped then.

      Why had it waited?

      That was a part of all this that he didn’t really understand. He had no way of knowing why the dragon would react at one time and not another. It seemed to Ty that there had to be something that mattered, some piece of it, some connection to it, that made a difference to him, and if he could find what that was then he might be able to know just how he could work with the dragon, but it was a matter of connecting to it, of finding that power and energy and an understanding.

      He focused once again, thinking about the power within him, the energy of the dragon, and he focused on that, using it in order to connect to it.

      There wasn’t anything there, nothing other than the faint sense of the dragon, but what he could feel was something more. As he called upon that energy, he tried to draw upon it, and to grasp it to see if there might be something more that he could use as he summoned that energy.

      “There might be something that I can do to stimulate your connection to this dragon. It is time that we improve that. You cannot take so long to maintain that connection.”

      Dorian took a step toward him, stretching his hand out and touching his shoulder.

      When he did, some part within Ty began to shift.

      Suddenly the burning he felt in his belly, the burning that stretched from his torso all the way out into his arms and legs, flared, and heat raced through him, surging outward, and a massive plume of smoke blasted away from Ty. As soon as it did, it withdrew again, drawing back into him, and then retreated completely.

      As the smoke began to clear, he looked over to see Dorian lying on the ground.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      Ty headed toward Dorian and held his hand out. Again, Dorian tried to beckon toward the dragon, but again the plume of smoke exploded out from him, and it blasted Ty backward but also kept Dorian from reaching him. As it did, he looked over to see a smile spreading across his face.

      “Very good,” he said.

      “You wanted me to do that?”

      “What I wanted you to do was to find a way to connect. It seems like you have begun to reach for that connection.”

      Ty looked over at the Tecal. He slowly got to his feet, though he didn’t have to exert much energy of his own. He climbed up, ascending like he was drawing upon the power of dragons. Dark tendrils of energy began to stretch away from him, and there was something more to it, before settling back into him again.

      “Now,” he said. “I would like for you to try to master your control over that. It should be fairly straightforward. All you need to do is hold onto the energy that you unleashed. Do you think you can do that?”

      He didn’t know. He could feel that power. It stayed deep within, a bubbling sort of energy that connected to him, though as he focused on it he was aware of it doing something more. It was moving, shifting around in his belly, sliding up and down, and not staying still at all.

      It was almost as if the dragon wanted him to be aware he was there and that he was no longer alone. It was almost as if the dragon wanted to assist him in some way.

      “I don’t know. I don’t know what the dragon can do.”

      “That’s a matter of practice. What do you think connected you to the dragon?”

      “I think the dragon reacts when I’m under duress.”

      “Only then?”

      Ty shook his head too quickly, though he didn’t think that Dorian knew exactly where he’d gone the night before, but at the same time he was not in any mood to explain what had happened to him. He didn’t know how he would react and didn’t know if he would even care.

      “And you must find the way the dragon reacts and figure out whether there’s anything that you can do to prompt a greater reaction from him. Once you understand that, and when you can master it, then you can reliably access that power.”

      “I thought a dragon would be more helpful in defending me. When I faced Roson James, he was there, swirling around me, offering me a bit of assistance, but since that time…”

      “Since that time, there has been no need for it to do so, and you have lost a measure of control,” Dorian said. “The key with the dragons is maintaining that control at all times. You must hold onto that control, master it, and force the dragon to assist you as much as you can.”

      Ty didn’t know if the dragon would react that way. Of course, Dorian might be right. He had not needed the dragon to react in the last month or so ever since dealing with Roson James. He had been uninjured and didn’t face the same danger that he had faced before. If he had, then maybe the dragon would’ve reacted.

      It wasn’t until he was truly under duress, when he had truly been injured, that the dragon had finally reached out to him once again. And then, though it had responded, he wasn’t even sure that he had any control over how it had responded.

      The dragon had reacted, lashing out, but it had done so by healing him.

      Why couldn’t it have helped him?

      “Are some dragons fighters and some are not?”

      “A very good observation,” he said. “That is another part of your training. You need to understand what your dragon can do. What it’s willing to do. As you can see with the shadow dragon, this dragon is willing to do certain things other dragons are not. The more you come to understand your dragon and what its strengths and limitations are, the easier it will be for you to know how to work with that dragon and to know what it needs from you.”

      “Why would the dragon need anything from me?”

      “Do you believe the connection you share with the dragon is one-sided?”

      “I don’t really know. I guess I didn’t give much thought to what the dragon might need from me.”

      Now that he thought about it, Ty wondered if perhaps it was a mistake. Maybe he did need to be thinking about what the dragon needed from him. Maybe that was part of the problem. He wasn’t offering the dragon anything. He was only asking, never providing.

      Until he offered something to the dragon, and until he was able to give the dragon something that it did want, he might not be able to use its power the way that he wanted quite as well as he needed to.

      Ty focused on that energy. “What do you need from me?” he murmured.

      It felt strange talking almost to himself, but he also knew that the dragon was there, burning within him. There was a fluttering. It came the same way that he felt it work up and down through his body, as if the dragon were trying to respond but it didn’t know how to do so in a way that was meaningful. He focused on the fluttering, trying to draw upon that energy, that power, and he tried to feel for something more within it, but there wasn’t anything there.

      He looked over at Dorian. “What do your dragons need from you?”

      “Each dragon needs something different. What you will find is that unless you provide what the dragon needs, they will not respond as well as you need them to.”

      “Why haven’t you told me that before?”

      “Because you needed to learn how to access the connection first. That has been the greatest challenge that you face. Once you are able to access the connection, then you can begin to do so reliably, and then you can form something more.”

      “A way to use the dragon.”

      Dorian smirked at him and started to chuckle. “Do you think it is so one-sided as that?”

      “From the way you describe it, I sort of assumed it was.”

      “Why would the dragons choose to stay with us if it was so one-sided?”

      “I don’t know. They’re different?”

      “What do you mean that they are different?”

      Ty shrugged. “I’ve seen the dragons in the Hatchery, and I know that the dragons there are quite different than the dragons that you and Gayal are connected to. Quite a bit different than the dragon that I am now connected to. I don’t really know what to make of it, only that the connection is different, the dragons are different, and there’s something about all of it that is—”

      “Different?” Dorian chuckled. “You’re not wrong. There is something different about the dragons. These are not stunted like the kingdom’s dragons. These are special, unique, and yet at the same time they exist for a very particular reason. They bonded to the nearest person at their hatching, and they latched onto that person, somebody who has the ability to connect to them, to provide something for them, and over time that bond becomes stronger.”

      “It becomes stronger until you take it from somebody else,” Ty said.

      “We would not take them if it weren’t necessary. But dragons like this need the bond, and they need those that are connected to them. You will see,” he said. “You may not believe it now, but if you progress and continue to control the dragon, gaining understanding and mastery of that connection, then you will start to see that there are certain things the dragons need. If they are not provided for, then somebody needs to step forward and offer it to the dragon. Until it’s done, the dragon suffers just as much as you do.”

      Ty frowned, backing away, and couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps the dragon did suffer because of him. Could he not be providing something the dragon needed? And if he didn’t, what way would there be to find understanding and begin to provide the dragon with what it needed?

      He closed his eyes, feeling for the fluttering within himself, searching for that energy, that heat, and strained to connect to the dragon.

      As before, the fluttering came, but there was nothing else with it. He hoped for some connection to the dragon that would share with him that he had a greater sense of control, but unfortunately, there was nothing to it. As much as Ty strained, struggling, he could not feel it.

      It was what Gayal and Dorian both wanted him to do.

      He wanted to protect the dragon, to help it.

      “Now that you have this, it’s time for you to find what else is needed. I will continue to work with you, as will any of the other Tecal that you have an opportunity to meet, but we must gain full control. You must gain full control. Find what the dragon needs from you and offer it willingly.”

      It was strange for him to feel like Dorian was actually helping him. It was stranger still that he felt like it worked.

      “Something happened last night,” he said, looking up and meeting his eyes.

      Dorian frowned at Ty. “Is that why you now have a connection to this dragon?”

      Ty hadn’t been sure whether or not he wanted to tell him, but now that he stood here with him, he couldn’t help but feel as if he needed to share. Only, he didn’t know whether there was anything that he could reveal to him, anything that would matter to him, anything other than what he had told him already.

      “What exactly is it?”

      “I was attacked by the Order, and they took the dauvern. I worry what they will do with it.” He looked over to Dorian. “They already have shown that they want this dragon,” he said, waving to himself and hoping that Dorian understood. “And if they learn to use it, they might be able to steal your dragons.”

      The darkness started to shimmer around him, along with the light. Dorian took a deep breath and then everything started to tremble. “You lost it.”

      “They attacked me,” Ty said carefully.

      The smoke shimmered within him, and he had to think that if he were under any danger, the smoke would react. It would somehow protect him, but what if it didn’t? What if the smoke dragon decided not to defend him?

      “This is unfortunate,” Dorian said carefully. “The dragons bonded to a Tecal are protected, Tydornen. They are provided for, and there is very little that could be done to steal them from those they have connected to. It is the nature of the bond, at least with those who understand it. But that is not what I would be concerned about. Not at all.”

      Understanding began to flash within Ty.

      The Hatchery.

      And if they went for those, what would happen?

      “You think they will go after the Hatchery?”

      “They should not be able to, but then again, they should not even know about our dragons. We will do what we must to ensure the safety of the Hatchery. And you will be a part of it. That will be how you serve your dragon.”
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      Ty crouched along the street, following the direction of Dorian’s gaze. It had taken most of the day for Ty to convince him that they needed to investigate the Dragon Touched, as if the Dragon Touched were immune to infiltration. Ty knew better. Roson James had been one of the Dragon Touched, and there were bound to be others who had followed him. How many was something that they had not yet uncovered, but it was a danger not knowing.

      “What are we supposed to be looking for?”

      “Whispers,” Dorian said softly.

      “What sort of whispers are you expecting to find?”

      Dorian had tried to let Ty go off on his own, but he had pushed back. He was supposed to learn how to connect to the dragon, and he wouldn’t be able to do that without Dorian. But it was more than just that connection to the dragon that he needed. It was also an understanding of how Dorian had mastered his connection over many dragons.

      “What do you hear?” Dorian finally asked.

      The street was relatively empty, though that was not uncommon for this part of the city. They were near enough to the Dragon Touched fortress that he wouldn’t have expected too many others to have been out on the street. There were pale blue dragon lights glowing in the stone, but nothing else to suggest that there was any other dragon magic here. There didn’t need to be. The fortress itself had plenty of dragon remnants stationed around it. Carvings made out of bone that he suspected were there so that the Dragon Touched could call upon that power if they needed to.

      “I don’t hear much of anything,” Ty said, looking over to him. He was supposed to be trying to connect to the dragon, using his connection to the smoke dragon so that he could call upon even more power, but even as he tried he could not feel anything more.

      “If you listen to the wind, you may hear some answers,” Dorian said.

      And with an understanding, Ty realized that Dorian was calling upon his wind dragon, though he had no idea what that might look like, nor did he have any idea how that worked for him. He could only tell that Dorian was using some connection. Ty couldn’t feel it, though. In his mind, it seemed to him that there should be some signal about what Dorian was doing, something that would tell him how he was using the dragon, but there was nothing.

      Dorian breathed in and out slowly, and as he did there came a faint stirring along the road. “I doubt we will find anything here,” Dorian finally said, tearing his gaze away. “It was a thought, little more than that, but an unlikely one.”

      “Unlikely, but that doesn’t mean it’s impossible,” Ty said. “We don’t know how many people Roson James has working with him, only that they have no hesitation to attack within the city.”

      They’d known that he had the dauvern. He believed that.

      It was gone. Now Roson James, and his people, had it. What would they do with it?

      “Which is why we listen,” Dorian said. “When you listen, you can hear the wind talking to you. You can hear the side of the breeze the way it speaks to you if only you are willing and able to pay attention.”

      Ty shook his head, not really sure how to answer that. He was willing to listen. He had been trying to listen as Dorian suggested, but it wasn’t the wind that Dorian wanted him to listen to, and he knew that. Dorian tried to get him to focus on what he could of the smoke dragon, but the smoke dragon remained silent to him as well.

      Ty needed it. Somehow, he was going to need to use that connection, especially if they were going to deal with the danger that existed here.

      “I still don’t feel anything more than just the stirring of heat.”

      Dorian glanced over, and then he nodded. “I did not say that you had to.”

      Ty snorted, which elicited a glance from one of the Dragon Touched along the street. They were shrouded in shadows, Dorian shielding them, but he must not have shielded the sound of Ty’s voice as well as he needed to.

      Dorian glanced over to him. “Some Tecal you’ve made.”

      Ty sighed. “I’ve been trying.” And it was true. He had been trying, but increasingly he felt as if he were failing at everything that Dorian and Gayal wanted of him. If only he could demonstrate the necessary technique, it wouldn’t have been such an issue, but he found himself failing at even that.

      “Have you angered the dragon?” Dorian asked, his voice low, little more than a whisper.

      In other circumstances, Ty would’ve thought that he was making a joke, especially given some of the conversations that they had shared lately. In this case, though, he wasn’t sure that this was a joke. It seemed to him that Dorian truly wanted to know.

      Ty focused inwardly, trying to feel for that burning heat of the dragon, knowing that if he could find it, he might have answers be able to use them so that they could reach the dragon power.

      “I think it should be me who’s angry at the dragon,” Ty said, “not the other way around. “The dragon hasn’t responded to me. The dragon was perfectly content to let me nearly die. The dragon did nothing when I was attacked.”

      “Are you so sure?”

      Ty rubbed at his side. It wasn’t entirely true. Dorian didn’t know the full details of what had happened to him, but Ty suspected that Dorian had more of an idea than he was giving the man credit for.

      He had been healed.

      Ty might have been hurt. Nearly put to death, but he had survived. Wasn’t that enough? Under any other circumstance, he might not have pulled through.

      In this case, it was because of the dragon that he had managed to survive. If not for the smoke dragon, what would have happened?

      Would Albion and Zara have been able to save him?

      Maybe not.

      Or it was possible that they would have. It was possible that the dragon had only come after he had no longer needed the dragon. It was possible that none of it made any sense.

      And because of that, it left Ty frustrated.

      “What did it take for you to understand your dragons?” Ty kept his voice low, pitched so that no one else would hear, though he suspected that with everything Dorian did to shield them, there wouldn’t be any way for anyone else to know that they were there, and likely no way for them to hear what he was saying and asking of him.

      “Which dragon?”

      “I suppose the first one. Why? Is it easier the more dragons you connect to?”

      “The first dragon is the most difficult,” Dorian said. “The first helps the others. Of course, finding another dragon is the challenge then. There are few dragons the Tecal can bond with.”

      It had taken a long time for him to get Dorian to share anything about himself, so Ty knew that he should be pleased that Dorian was willing to tell him so much. It wasn’t altogether that different than Gayal and how she had not shared much in the way of details about her experience with her dragon, other than that she had come to learn about her dragon when she was very young. It was that difference that set him apart. He had not come to the dragon early. Not the way they believed he should. He didn’t know what that meant for him, but he had a sense from them that they didn’t know either.

      “It is the connection. Once you understand that connection and can master it, you will no longer worry about your ability to even reach the dragons. The more time that you spend with them, coming to understand the dragons themselves, the more that you can truly know what it is that they need from you.” Dorian looked in his direction. “And trust me when I say that the dragon needs something from you.”

      “It seems like the dragon needs a place to hide,” Ty said.

      “Perhaps that is what it is,” Dorian said, his voice soft.

      “Which dragon did you connect to first?”

      Dorian shifted, looking along the street, the breeze pulling at his hair. “Wind,” he said.

      Ty thought that surprising. He would’ve expected the shadow dragon, or perhaps the stone dragon, rather than the wind dragon.

      “What does your wind dragon even look like?”

      It was the only one of Dorian’s dragons that Ty couldn’t even see. He could feel the effect of it, much like he could feel the effect of the other dragons Dorian had connected to, but he had not seen anything from the wind dragon.

      “What do you see when you feel the wind?” Dorian asked.

      “The wind is invisible.”

      “Is it?” Dorian asked. “Not to me.” His voice took on a distant quality. “I can see the rustling of the leaves on a tree. I can see the way it bends the grasses. I can see the way it pulls on my clothes, or my hair. I can see it rippling across the surface of water.”

      “So that’s how you knew that you were connected to a wind dragon?”

      “By the Flame, no. I knew that I was connected to a wind dragon because I saw the wind dragon.”

      Ty waited for him to say something more, but he didn’t.

      “That’s it?”

      Dorian shrugged. “What else should there be?”

      He found himself laughing. After so long working with Dorian, this was a side of the Tecal that he actually found amusing.

      “So you can actually see the wind dragon.”

      “You can see any dragon.” They had been sitting there for a while, and finally Dorian let out a gentle hum. He got to his feet. “This is not helping. The wind is not telling me anything beyond what we already knew. The Dragon Touched are not chasing the dragons.” He glanced over to Ty. “And it’s time for us to protect the Hatchery before they attempt anything. There are certain protections that we may be able to deploy.”

      “There might be something that you could convince the Dragon Touched to help with,” Ty said, glancing along the street toward the fortress. “That is, if you trust any of them. Which, if I were honest, I don’t.”

      “Not all would be with him,” Dorian said.

      “How many of them would want the dauvern for themselves?”

      “If they knew what it did?” Dorian shrugged. “It’s possible more of them than we realize. The Dragon Touched can call upon the power of dragon remnants, but those who are particularly skilled can actually access the power of the dragons. It’s almost as if they can channel the heat and fire of the dragons. It’s why the king uses his most powerful Dragon Touched when he brings the dragons out of the city on patrol.”

      “Not so much patrol as it is an intimidation.”

      “Only if you oppose the kingdom.”

      He looked over, regarding Ty, and there was a darkness in his eyes, a look that suggested that he was concerned about him.

      It wasn’t all that different than the way Gayal looked at him, the concern that he had seen etched in her eyes. It was a concern that was born of his comment about not having any interest in serving the king. And he still was not sure of what her look truly meant.

      They headed away from the fortress, still shrouded by Dorian’s dragons, and then he paused, the Hatchery in the distance. Ty was fully aware of the Hatchery and could feel it. There were several Dragon Touched patrolling around it, though it didn’t seem as if they were paying any special attention to it. Just a patrol. It was almost as if they wanted to make their presence known but didn’t want to be too obvious.

      “You already had Dragon Touched here,” Ty said, looking over to Dorian.

      “Of course,” he said. “They don’t have to know why they are here, and there are ways of managing what they do and what they come into contact with. Besides, the king commands the Dragon Touched.”

      “And the Tecal.”

      Dorian glanced over. “There you go again.”

      “With what?”

      “With your hesitation to follow the king.”

      “There isn’t any hesitation,” Ty said.

      “What would you do if you were able to connect to this dragon?” Dorian asked, the wind sealing their words inside of what seemed like a small bubble. “How would you choose to serve?”

      It had to be some sort of a test.

      Gayal had asked him some of those questions, but never before had there been the same weight behind them, as if he answered the wrong thing that he might find himself on the wrong side of the law.

      He was one man connected to a dragon he had no control over and confronted with a powerful Tecal in a city that was not his own.

      All of it seemed to scream to Ty that he needed to be careful and needed not to say or do anything that would risk his position.

      But he couldn’t help feeling as if he needed to be honest with Dorian, but it was more than just that. He felt as if Dorian wanted him to be honest.

      “I want to keep Roson James from using the dauvern. I’ve already seen what he’s willing to do, and I know that we haven’t seen the full extent of his plans. I don’t know what they are, but I do know that I want to be a part of keeping him from succeeding.”

      “Spoken like somebody who wants vengeance.”

      Ty held his gaze. “Is that wrong?”

      “What happened with your friend who wanted the same?”

      Why was he surprised that Dorian knew?

      He probably had heard from Gayal, who had likely told him about Eastley, his captivity in Zarinth, and his subsequent demise at the hand of Roson James.

      “He didn’t have a dragon.”

      “Right now, neither do you.”

      Ty breathed out heavily. “Fine. I want to stop him from using the dauvern. I don’t know exactly what he intends, but he will use it to take dragons, won’t he?”

      “Yes,” Dorian said. “Either the Hatchery, or from those who lack the necessary control to maintain their connection to it.”

      That was why Dorian had been around him.

      He had wondered why he had not sent him away, but it was probably no different than why there were Dragon Touched patrolling around the Hatchery. How many Dragon Touched were patrolling on behalf of Ty?

      “You fear that I might lose control over this dragon?”

      “Until we know what he intends, I think it is reasonable to question and prepare. He has proven himself a dangerous opponent, and we must be ready for the possibility that he will use everything that he has learned in his service to the king against us.”

      “You really think that he was serving the king?”

      Dorian held Ty’s gaze. “No, he would be serving Lothinal. Which makes me question how any of this will help with Lothinal’s goals.”

      “What happens if he succeeds?”

      Dorian frowned at him. “Do you really care?”

      “I care enough to want to know what would happen.”

      Ty didn’t necessarily have any strong feelings one way or the other about Lothinal. The only thing he knew about their neighboring country was that traders had a hard time navigating through the jungle and bringing goods to Zarinth. That and how Maggie had traversed those lands, though she had seemingly risked much in order to do so.

      “Lothinal would see the kingdom destroyed. They would do whatever they thought necessary in order to accomplish that goal. It doesn’t matter if that involves destroying people, places, or dragons.” From the way that he said it, Ty had a sneaking suspicion that he was far more concerned about the idea of Lothinal destroying dragons than he was with any other part of it. “And I am tasked with ensuring that they do not succeed. If you choose to become one of the Tecal, that will be your task as well.” He looked toward the Hatchery. “That is what they would use the dauvern for. I don’t know whether they will go after these dragons, or yours, or perhaps none of it, but I know that we are prepared. We will stop him. And we will keep Lothinal from whatever they intended to do to the kingdom.”

      Was that what Ty wanted?

      Was he willing to do whatever it took to keep Lothinal from succeeding?

      He didn’t know.

      And from the way that Dorian stared toward the Hatchery, as well as the power that he felt from the Dragon Touched, he couldn’t help but think that they should be well-positioned to keep Roson James from succeeding.

      Why did he feel so troubled then?
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      Ty pulled open the tavern door, his arm heavy with fatigue. At the same time, he could still feel the energy of the dragon fluttering through him. It was a strange sensation, stirring around within him, and stranger still that he could feel it working from his head to his toes, extending through his hands and legs, almost as if it wanted to radiate smoke around him.

      Maybe that was what Dorian meant about having a connection to the dragon at all times. If he maintained that connection, if he somehow held onto that, Ty might be able to use it the same way that Dorian did.

      And then he wouldn’t have to worry about being able to access it.

      Ty stepped inside the tavern.

      It was dark, though there were a couple lanterns that glowed, and a bit of smoke drifted from the hearth in the back of the room. A musician strummed a lute in one corner, singing with a warbly voice. Esme stood near the counter, and she held out a pair of glasses, cleaning them quickly before setting them down. She nodded to Ty as he entered the tavern and started to come around the counter when Ty shook his head.

      Instead, Esme pointed, and Ty turned to see Bingham sitting at a table by himself, watching the musician. He had a mug of ale resting on the table in front of him, and he tapped one foot in time with the music.

      As Ty approached, Bingham didn’t even look up. “Tydornen. I heard you come in,” he said.

      “Am I making so much noise these days?” He certainly had made quite a bit when he’d been under attack the night before.

      “It’s not that you make that much noise. It’s more a matter of recognizing your patterns.”

      “My patterns?”

      Bingham looked up at him. There was a hint of worry behind his eyes that surprised Ty. He wouldn’t have expected Bingham to be worried about him, but he couldn’t help but feel as if Bingham did have some concern burrowed on his brow. “You don’t think you have patterns?”

      “I guess I didn’t pay any attention to it.”

      “Everybody has patterns. Even you, Tydornen, have your own particular patterns. Some of it is in your breathing, some of it is in the shuffle in the way you walk, and some of it is in the rustle of the fabric as you make your way toward me.” He shrugged. “And here you must’ve thought I taught you everything.”

      Ty took a seat next to him. There was no point in hurrying off at this point. He needed to get ready to depart, but at the same time having a chance to sit and speak with Bingham gave him an opportunity to have a sense of normalcy.

      “I guess I didn’t think that you taught me everything. Especially since you don’t know everything.”

      Bingham looked over, chuckling at him. “What’s wrong? You look troubled.”

      He shook his head. It would’ve been so much easier if he could share with Bingham everything that he had experienced, but unfortunately because of the Tecal training, he couldn’t share with him much at all about anything he’d been doing. Instead, he could only share with Bingham about his brother.

      “I was attacked last night when I went to find Albion.”

      “I heard,” he said. “Your brother sent word. He was worried about you. He said something was off with you.”

      Ty leaned back in the chair. “Something’s off with me? I would say the same about him.”

      “I figured it would be beneficial to understand your brother a bit more, especially given everything that you have gone through in pursuit of the Dragon Thief and trying to find your parents.”

      Ty didn’t know how to feel about the idea that Bingham was talking to his brother, and he was even less certain how to feel about the fact that he hadn’t shared that with him until just now. He had known that Bingham had a relationship of sorts with Ty’s mother, but hadn’t known that Bingham and Albion had known each other too.

      Ty leaned back, crossing his arms over his chest and frowning at Bingham. “You told Albion to come and talk to me?”

      “I figured you wanted a chance to meet with your brother. Was I wrong?”

      He let out an annoyed sigh. “You weren’t wrong,” Ty mumbled.

      Bingham shrugged, looking at Esme again. “It’s difficult when you know you might have disappointed someone. You try to tell yourself that there are any number of reasons not to go and make amends, but the simplest one is simply fear of taking the first step.” He looked over at him. “It’s the hardest one, you know. Once you make that first step, then you can take the next. But it’s that first one…”

      “Albion didn’t have any reason to fear talking to me.”

      “Didn’t he? If you would ask your brother, I suspect he would feel that he very much had reason to fear talking to you. He disappeared, went into the priesthood, and then became something different, all without sharing with his caring brother about what he’d done and the reason he’d done it.”

      He didn’t know if that was all that it was for Albion, or maybe there was something more to it. Maybe he had avoided him for a very different reason, or perhaps because he was trying to protect him.

      What he’d said to him alluded to that. He made it seem as if he couldn’t protect himself, as if Albion needed to be there for him and to defend him, but Ty didn’t need that from him.

      Perhaps when he was younger he would have, but then again, Albion hadn’t been there when he had been younger. He had disappeared, heading into the priesthood before their parents had vanished, leaving him alone. And after that point, when he had needed his big brother, he hadn’t come for him. By that time, he had been too caught up in the activity of the Dragon Thief.

      “Albion has decided that he wants to keep things from me,” Ty said.

      Bingham looked up, holding Ty’s gaze for a moment, but then he looked away.

      “What?” Ty said.

      “It’s nothing.”

      Ty crouched down in front of him. “What is it? You know something.”

      Bingham breathed out heavily. “I suppose it doesn’t matter anymore. I kept waiting for it to make a difference, but…”

      “Bingham?”

      “I suspect your brother was feeling the same things that I was. The same concern for you.”

      “Albion isn’t concerned for me,” Ty said.

      “More than you probably know. Much like me. Your mother asked me to keep an eye on you, and to ensure that you were—”

      “She said what?”

      Bingham held Ty’s gaze. “Why else do you think I worked with you?”

      “I don’t know, I thought because I had an eye for relics.”

      “That much is true,” he said. “Which made you useful. But it was more than that. And had she not asked it of me, I don’t know that I would have been there to protect you.”

      Protect him?

      The idea that Bingham had done something to protect him left Ty feeling a mixture of emotions. Irritation, primarily.

      “Why didn’t you just tell me rather than keeping it from me? It’s almost like you and Albion were working behind my back.”

      “It wasn’t behind your back.”

      “It wasn’t out in the open.”

      Bingham held his gaze before turning away and looking once more at Esme. “You might be right,” he said. “I certainly am not the expert in these things. If I were, I might never have left the capital, but then if I hadn’t left I never would’ve met you.” He held Ty’s gaze for a long moment, and there was something in the way that he stared that carried a different weight, but Ty couldn’t tell what it was. “I suppose that everything worked out the way it was supposed to.”

      “Is that right?”

      Bingham cocked his head to the side, his brow furrowed. “What are you getting on about?”

      Ty debated how much to push him. He knew there was something more going on, something more than what he wanted to admit to him, but at the same time he also didn’t know if digging too hard could backfire. Maybe it didn’t matter. At the same time, he thought that there was something more he needed from him.

      “If you know about the attack, then you know they’re after something,” Ty said.

      “Of course they are,” he said, sweeping his gaze around the tavern before letting it linger on Ty. “They’ve always been after something. The challenge has been figuring out what.” He leaned forward, lowering his voice. “There’s something your brother told me. Did he tell you the same?”

      Ty nodded. “Albion told me what he was after. He told me why he was after it.”

      “You are disappointed it’s all about the Flame.”

      “I don’t know if I’m disappointed, or… well, maybe I’m disappointed. I guess I thought that when he finally revealed himself as the Dragon Thief, his reason behind it would be something more impressive than celebrating the Flame.”

      Bingham leaned back, clasping his hands over his belly. “There it is. You are disappointed in your brother. You don’t believe that there’s any supernatural explanation for any of these things.”

      “I think we have seen there is not.”

      “You think. That’s just it, Ty. You don’t know. And that’s what your brother is chasing. He’s chasing the same sort of information, the same sort of enlightenment, that men have chased over their lives for generations. Your brother has gone about it in his own way, but that doesn’t mean that he’s wrong in pursuing it. All it means is he’s trying.”

      Ty sighed and glanced over at the singer, listening to the words of the song for a few moments before turning back to Bingham. “I thought that when he was working as the Dragon Thief there would be some other reason behind what he’d been doing. I didn’t realize it was all going to be tied to his pursuit of the Flame.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with his pursuit of the Flame,” he said.

      “I know, but—”

      “Coming from Zarinth, I would have thought that you would have a much greater attention and attachment to the Flame.”

      Ty shrugged. “What can I say? Coming from Zarinth, having lived in the jungle as I did, and having been so close to Ishantil, I don’t see it in the same way as so many others.”

      “Perhaps you should have,” he said. He leaned back and looked over at Esme, holding her gaze.

      “I might be away from the tavern for a while. We need to find this dauvern before the Order does and they learn to control the dragons.”

      Bingham frowned at him. “That’s not your responsibility, Ty. Are you suddenly one of the king’s Tecal?”

      The comment hit so close to home that he didn’t even know how to react. For a moment, his heart stopped and he felt a fluttering of unease.

      Then he forced it into motion. He could feel a faint fluttering in his belly, that of the dragon, almost as if it were trying to react to his unease, though for whatever reason the dragon didn’t want to respond to him.

      “I’m just trying to make sure that everything my brother had sent me out running for doesn’t end up in the hands of that man.”

      “I’m not so sure that you should chase a man who was willing to kill Eastley. You should leave it to the Dragon Touched—”

      “Who might be working with him, for all we know,” Ty said.

      “Then leave it to the Tecal. You are a thief. A damn good one. That’s all that you should be focused on,” Bingham said.

      Was that all that he was?

      He didn’t think so. He thought that he was something else, but maybe he really was nothing more than a thief.

      It hurt to think of himself like that.

      Ty could feel the dragon fluttering within his belly, a faint and subtle sort of sensation but enough to remind him of the power that was lingering there deep within him. Since Dorian had pressed some power through him, activating the smoke dragon, Ty had begun to feel its presence there far more easily. The next step was trying to understand what the dragon needed from him so that he could connect to it, and offer the dragon that help, but until then having a connection of any kind was enough. It had to be.

      Getting control over the dragon was next.

      But he wasn’t sure if control was the right answer. Regardless of what Dorian and Gayal said, Ty didn’t know if that was how he wanted to treat the dragon. Maybe he could find another way of helping it.

      But he couldn’t tell Bingham any of that.

      He could tell him only that he wanted the dauvern.

      He could tell him that he wanted revenge.

      “I’m a thief,” he said softly. “And this thief is going to stop the other from succeeding.”

      “Ty—”

      Ty got to his feet and looked over at Bingham. “He killed Eastley. I’m going to make sure that I stop him. I don’t care what he’s after, but I know what he has, and I know what he might be able to do. And we are going to keep him from it.”

      Ty spun away, realizing almost too late that he had said “we.” What would that suggest to Bingham? Knowing him, he probably already suspected Ty wasn’t doing it alone, but he might not know everything.

      At least, Ty didn’t think that he did. Not yet.

      He headed upstairs, unlocked his room, and he sank down on the bed.

      In the time that he’d been staying within the capital, he’d been comfortable. At least, as comfortable as he could be in a place that wasn’t his own. The home that he had in Zarinth had been his own, and he had found a measure of relaxation, despite the kind of work he had done.

      Now he was tasked with being something other than a Dragon Thief. He had an opportunity here. If he could get control over the smoke dragon, he could learn to be a Tecal.

      He didn’t have to be a thief. Wasn’t that beneficial?

      It wasn’t so much that Ty cared about the ghost king or the kingdom, or anything, but he could learn how to use the dragon.

      Not only that, but the dragon might be key to getting vengeance for what happened to Eastley.

      Ty heard a knock on the door.

      “I know you’re trying to rest and you don’t want to talk to me, but I just want you to listen,” Bingham said through the door. His voice was muffled. “Be safe. Whatever you intend to do, and whoever you intend to do it with, be safe.”

      Ty had half a mind to snap at Bingham but decided against it. Bingham had been keeping things from him. Knowing how long he had been looking for his parents, he would’ve expected Bingham would have shared with him what he knew. Instead, Ty had believed himself alone.

      He had always been alone. Bingham had created something of a presence, but it wasn’t as if he had been a friend. He had taught him, trained him, and that was it. Ty had been the one to make friends.

      And now they were gone.

      But now, perhaps for the first time, he was alone in a different way.

      Ty couldn’t be the thief he had trained to be.

      He didn’t have the allies that he had acquired in his time within Zarinth. He had a dragon, but he had to find some way to connect to that smoke dragon, and if he didn’t Ty worried about what would happen to him and what would be asked of him in the future. Maybe nothing. Maybe he would never be permitted to do or be anything more.

      And without that smoke dragon…

      That was what he needed.

      Learn how to connect to the smoke dragon. Stop Roson James.

      Then he could uncover what happened to his parents.

      Finally, Ty drifted, reaching a dreamless sort of sleep, until a pounding at his door woke him.
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      Ty sat up with a start, rubbing sleep from his eyes. He had left the lantern burning on the table, and yet the light in the room was a little bit dimmer than it had been before. Not just dimmer, there were shadows swirling around the room.

      Ty jumped to his feet.

      If it was one of the Order, he had to be ready. He needed to find some way to find the smoke connection, and though he was faintly aware of that burning in his belly, doing anything more with it didn’t seem to be possible. It was there, a nagging sense buried within him, but anything more than that was faint.

      Why would they have come back for him?

      They already had the dauvern. They didn’t need him.

      He reached for his dragon-bone dagger. He had fallen asleep with it still sheathed at his side. Even though he now held it, he still didn’t feel nearly as protected as he should be.

      The darkness crept under the doorway.

      “Who is it?”

      “Open the door,” a voice said from the other side.

      It was a strange, muted voice, but it drifted through the door in a different way than it had when Bingham had been there. It was almost as if this voice was carried on a current of wind, helping force it through the door.

      Ty pulled open the door, holding up the dragon-bone dagger, to see Dorian standing on the other side. He was dressed in a black cloak, the dragons fluttering around him, the light dragon battling with the shadow dragon, and the ground beneath him practically trembling as if the stone dragon wanted to escape.

      “What is it?” He looked toward the window, but it was still dark out. He hadn’t overslept.

      These days, Ty never overslept. He had too much going on his mind, too much to work through, to even have a hope of oversleeping.

      “We need to go. I need your help.” It seemed almost pained coming from him, as if he hated to acknowledge he might need him for anything. “There has been an incident.”

      He stepped back, and it was only then that Ty realized the shadows swirled around him, obscuring him in the hallway. He suspected that with his connection to the stone dragon and the wind dragon, Dorian could completely mask his presence. Even though he’d been battering at his door to wake him up, he probably had made no noise for the rest of the tavern to hear.

      “What do you need my help with?”

      “Just come along,” he snapped.

      Ty was tempted to argue with him, but arguing wouldn’t get Ty any more information than what he already had. Instead, he grabbed for his cloak, throwing it around his shoulders, and, on a whim, he grabbed the crossbow and slipped it onto his belt as well. He had a few bolts remaining, but with enough exposure to the fake Order, he thought that he might be able to acquire more. There was something about the dragon-bone crossbow bolts that made them even more deadly and effective than the others—at least, when he wasn’t dealing with the fake Order.

      Maybe it was simply the dragon bone that made them fly true and faster, or maybe there was something about the build of the crossbow, something in it that gave the crossbow itself some power that helped enhance it. Ty hadn’t had the opportunity to study it and didn’t know if it even mattered.

      He pulled the door closed behind him, locking it, and looked over at Dorian. “How long are we going to be gone?”

      “Until we finish this assignment,” he said. “If you are going to continue your training, then you…” Dorian let out a frustrated breath. “Until we protect the dragons. Is that enough for you?”

      Ty nodded.

      Dorian turned to Ty and stretched his hands out to his sides. He clenched his jaw. The shadow dragon swirled around him, a hint of the ground rumbling, and the wind fluttered. Even as he did, there came a stirring as he attempted to pull the smoke dragon from him.

      It resisted.

      Having felt the smoke dragon reacting within him, Ty knew he could resist now, and he fought against the way that Dorian pulled on it, dragging the dragon back, solidifying it deep in his belly once again.

      “If you need the dragon so much, then just say it.”

      He regarded Ty a moment, then marched down the hallway. He waited for him in the main part of the tavern. It was darkened, and the only hint of light came from the light dragon streaming out from beneath his shadow cloak. The light shifted outward, giving just a hint of energy, enough for Ty to see the inside of the tavern. Chairs had been tipped up, resting on top of the tables, and the floorboards had been swept. Esme was neat, if nothing else.

      He pulled open the door to the tavern, stepping out into the night.

      Ty looked around the inside of the tavern a moment. This was a place of safety, at least relative safety, and as soon as he stepped out into the street, he was putting himself in danger, and for what reason?

      It wasn’t that he believed he was serving the king. Maybe he didn’t have to serve the king. Maybe what he needed to focus on was serving the dragons. He followed Dorian out and closed the door behind him.

      The night air was cool, and there was a hint of wind that gusted through, though Dorian’s cloak didn’t move with the wind the way that it should. Certainly not the way that Ty’s cloak moved. The wind was more than Dorian’s wind dragon could control, or maybe he didn’t even bother trying to control it.

      Dorian marched along the street.

      He was considerably older than Ty, but he had a sense from him of power and strength that came from more than just his connection to the dragons. There was something within Dorian himself that exuded that power and energy. He caught up to him, looking him over. He continued to try to feel for the burning within his belly.

      “Once I have the sense of the smoke dragon, how do I call on it?”

      Dorian glanced over to him. “You need to find your way of connecting. It is unique with each dragon.”

      “What about your dragons?”

      “Mine have their own uniqueness, and if I tell you the secret to how I have connect to them, then I betray that.”

      He fell silent, and Ty followed him along the street.

      “I presume the attack was with the dauvern. Otherwise you would have not needed me.”

      He frowned at him. “Why would you assume that?”

      Ty shrugged. “I don’t have a feeling you have that much use for me otherwise. I’m not fully trained, and I can’t use… this,” he said, swirling his hand around him and careful about not saying the word dragon out in the open, “and even if I could, I don’t have a feeling that’s what you need from me. What you need is somebody who has seen and knows the dauvern.”

      “You would be wrong,” he said softly.

      They marched forward, and in the darkness the towering form of the Dragon’s Jaw loomed over them, casting even stranger shadows than they did during the day. It was the City of Shadows at all times, but there was something else about it that was stranger still.

      Now it was the city of darkness, a place cast into almost pure night, and whether that came from Dorian and his dragon or whether that came from something with the Dragon’s Jaw radiating energy out over the street, he didn’t know.

      He was thankful he wasn’t alone.

      In Zarinth, there was always a bit of light. The city was illuminated by streetlights, but there was also movement, lanterns within windows, and there was the promise of Ishantil up in the distance, the occasional glimpse of the glowing lava pool that radiated outward, giving off enough light for anyone to make out its power in the distance.

      In the capital, there was nothing like that. There was nothing other than the threat of darkness, the threat of danger, and a reminder of the attack that he had faced when he had headed toward his brother.

      Maybe that was what troubled him the most. Maybe it had nothing to do with the darkness, but a memory of what he’d faced. He was afraid.

      The smoke dragon fluttered within him again.

      Fear?

      Did the dragon react to that?

      Why now, and why not before?

      He couldn’t get past that. As he followed Dorian through the streets, trailing after him along a narrow cobblestone path, he couldn’t shake the question he had about the dragon. Why hadn’t he responded to him? Why hadn’t he wanted to answer and help him when he had been in danger? What had prevented him from getting his help when he had needed it?

      Did he simply not care? Ty had been near death, so that didn’t make any sense.

      They rounded a corner, and in the distance the Dragon’s Jaw opened up.

      There were two parts of the city where the mountains didn’t stretch overhead and block out the view. Within those two sections, the city itself opened up, sprawling out. One was at the entrance, the place where he had come into the city the very first time when he’d come with Bingham and where he had passed through when he’d returned with Gayal. The other was on the back side of the city, at least what he assumed was the back side. It was the location of the Hatchery, spreading out and drifting outside the boundary of the Dragon’s Jaw.

      Ty had been concerned about the Hatchery ever since he and Dorian had spoken last, and though he had only been there one time, he worried about what he might find now that they were heading directly toward it. Dorian had not shared with him, but he worried about it.

      The closer they got, the more the ground shifted. Now the cobblestones had the same blue glow he had seen when he had been assaulted. It was a subtle and soft glow, but with Dorian along it was almost as if his cloak tamped down some of that glowing, as if the shadow dragon tried to suppress the light even from those cobblestones.

      They approached the building. It was a strange, domed building, made all of a pale stone and filled with the energy of dragon relics. Up close to it, Ty could practically feel that energy radiating out of it, and it left his skin tingling, a strange sensation that he didn’t really understand why he should be so aware of it, only that he was.

      He headed toward the door, placing his hand upon it, and then looked back at him.

      “What did you see when Gayal brought you here the last time?”

      “You mean the eggs or the dragons?”

      “Both.”

      “Well, there were the eggs inside the Hatchery, and there were the dragons in the yard outside of it. I suppose I don’t know anything more than that. Gayal didn’t really try to hide it from me.”

      Dorian frowned for a moment. “Did she show you the secret to opening the Hatchery?”

      Was that what this was about? Did he fear that Ty was somehow involved?

      Ty shook his head. “I didn’t even know that I had a connection to the dragon when I came here with her the last time. I think she suspected I had some sort of connection, but she hadn’t told me about it.”

      Dorian turned, and a burst of light shimmered from his hands, and the door came open.

      Perhaps he used the light dragon, or maybe there was another key.

      He doubted Dorian would provide an answer for him.

      He stepped into the Hatchery and waited for Ty to join him. When he did, he closed the door behind him, and with a looping of power coming off the shadow dragon, mixed with a bit of the stone dragon, the door closed. He had a very distinct sense that he was sealed inside.

      This part of the Hatchery was very different than the rest. There was the domed ceiling and alcoves set into the walls that held the eggs, but none of them had hatched. When he had been here before, he had touched some of those eggs and had been aware of the power within them but hadn’t seen anything else.

      “Does this look any different than the last time you were here?”

      “I don’t really remember anything other than the eggs,” Ty said.

      He surveyed the inside of the room. Faint blue light glowed, illuminating the alcoves, but it didn’t look any different than the last time he was here. There were the eggs, but knowing what he did of the king and his inability to hatch them, there wasn’t anything useful about those eggs. They were more decorative than anything else.

      He suspected they could be something more, but that was only if the king learned how to hatch them in some meaningful fashion. Otherwise, they would end up like the other dragons, twisted and stunted, smaller than the traditional dragons should be.

      “There is nothing different here. As far as we know, they didn’t breach the door.”

      Ty looked back at the door. It required power and dragons, but it required something else, then.

      “If they didn’t breach the door, then why did you want to show it to me?”

      “I needed to know if you could feel anything more.”

      It wasn’t him that he wanted.

      “You wanted the smoke dragon.”

      Dorian tipped his head in a brief nod. “That dragon has a protective instinct that we need right now. And if you can call upon it, we might be able to use that, but it’s unfortunate that you cannot.”

      “If the dragon isn’t reacting, maybe there isn’t anything here to detect.”

      Dorian sighed. “Perhaps not. My dragons aren’t aware of anything, either.” He waved for Ty to follow him, and they headed through the building, passing through the doorway before stopping. Beyond the door was a walled space where the dragons had been when he had been here before. They were small but powerful. Ty remembered the heat up close, a heat that he had never experienced from the dragons in Zarinth.

      The yard should have been filled with dragons, several of them, but now there were none. It was empty.

      “They pulled all the dragons away,” he whispered. “What would they do with them?”

      “I don’t know.” He turned to Ty. “It’s possible that Roson thinks that he can use the dragons to attack the kingdom, but it would be difficult with as few dragons as there were here.” Dorian’s gaze clouded. “Roson would have to know that the Dragon Touched would be powerful enough to counter anything that the dragons could do.”

      “Are you sure that the Dragon Touched aren’t with him?”

      “No,” Dorian said.

      It was a stark admission, and it was one that left him worried. If Roson James truly was working with the Dragon Touched even now, what protections did the kingdom have?

      Stripping away the Dragon Touched, then the dragons, would give him great power.

      “What is the king doing about it?”

      “He has us looking into it,” Dorian said.

      “What could Roson James really do with the dragons?” Ty asked.

      “Dragons access a source of power,” Dorian said. “All dragons do. It’s something innate to them, but it connects them to something else. The dragons are powerful, but it’s that magic that they carry with them, magic that stays with them even after they are gone, that matters.”

      He looked over at him and found him staring into the yard, something about his expression different. It was a flatness to his eyes and a distance to his gaze.

      “You mean the dragon remnants.”

      “Remnants,” he said, grunting. “Dragon bones. You carry one on you.”

      Ty instinctively patted the dragon-bone dagger. “I’ve had it for a long time.”

      “And it’s useful because it’s powerful. That’s what most people know instinctively. Dragon bone is stored potential. The remnants of something greater. We know that there once were majestic dragons that were unlike any that are still seen today, but we don’t know what they felt like other than through their remnants.”

      “What about the relics?”

      “They are different. They don’t have the same stored potential that the remnants do. There are some who believe that the relics have their own sort of power, but we have not proven that.”

      Others like the king. Ty didn’t say aloud, but he thought it. Others like his mother, even. She had believed in the power of the relics. Even Bingham.

      “And then why would they want the dragons?”

      “Because they may believe that they can use those dragons to help them connect to other dragons. Either that, or they intended to simply overthrow the kingdom.”

      “We have long believed that other lands have access to powerful dragons. We are isolated here, protected by the ring of fire off to the north, the steam swamp to the south, and the fire fields off to the west. Even the ocean to our east offers us a level of protection, though it’s difficult to access it. The kingdom is protected. Isolated. But that may change. If they have dragons, if they have some way of drawing upon that power, then it stands to reason they might have been able to attack before now, but the fact they haven’t, that we have not seen them, implies another reason.” He shook his head. “Perhaps they don’t have the power that we believe them to have. Perhaps they were unable to reach it, or perhaps they have dragons much like we have.”

      “Like we had,” he said.

      Dorian nodded slowly. “Like we had,” he said.

      He stared around the yard, and it troubled Ty that there was no answer here, nothing that would explain what had happened here, only that something had happened to the dragons.

      He had a feeling that it bothered Dorian far more than the unsettled way he looked now. And he looked considerably disturbed. That he would be so worried was something he knew to be concerned about.

      “What do we have to do?”

      Dorian looked over. “We?”

      “You brought me here. You obviously think that either me or the smoke dragon or my experience with the dauvern matters in some way. What do we have to do?”

      “We have to find the dragons before they harm them.”

      “How do you intend to do that?” Ty asked.

      Dorian wore an expression that was a mixture of irritation and sadness, but it was the hopelessness in his voice that troubled Ty the most. “I don’t know.”
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      Ty stood in the street outside the Hatchery. In the daylight, it looked considerably different than it did at night, and though there were still shadows that streamed down on it from the Dragon’s Jaw, they weren’t nearly as dense and dark as the shadows that loomed over it in the evening. The ground didn’t glow with the same blue light, or if it did, he wasn’t quite as aware of it as he had been at night. There was something to the energy of the air around him, though, some aspect that filled him with understanding and trepidation.

      He hadn’t slept after Dorian had left him.

      He didn’t know why he had wanted Ty to go with him, though it had something to do with the smoke dragon and less to do with Ty, he was certain of that. Maybe it had to do with the dauvern, though even in that he didn’t know why there would be.

      Now that he stood here, he was aware of an absence of energy.

      It was a strange thing to notice. When he’d been in the city before, he hadn’t paid much attention to it, but now that the dragons were gone, he recognized that power was missing. It was as if the dragons themselves had created a layer of protection and energy within the city and having them no longer here changed things.

      He stared at the Hatchery.

      He had no way of accessing the Hatchery on his own, though he suspected the eggs still needed protection. He wondered how the Order had managed to reach the Hatchery.

      They might be Dragon Touched, but the Tecal had the key, didn’t they?

      Unless Roson James had found some other secret.

      One thought stayed with him.

      They needed to find the dragons.

      He had no idea if Dorian would include him in the search, but Ty intended to insert himself in the quest for the dragons. If the reason that the fake Order of the Flame had managed to acquire the dragons was because of him, or because of the dauvern, or because he had gone on that search for his brother, then he was determined to get the dauvern back, along with the dragons. He was determined to stop them, whatever it might take.

      He focused on the energy of the smoke dragon, thinking about the power that was there within him, wanting nothing more than the smoke dragon to respond to him, to provide him with a bit of energy and to reveal its presence, only the smoke dragon didn’t.

      After its awakening, he had felt nothing. It was almost as if the connection to the smoke dragon that had formed the day before, however strange and weak that might have been, had faded again. Maybe the smoke dragon had abandoned him. Maybe it had grown tired of his unwillingness and inability to provide it with whatever it needed.

      Maybe it was just his own failings.

      He had been troubled since learning that his mother had asked Bingham to keep an eye on him. That suggested to Ty that not only had she known that she was going to be gone for a while, but she would’ve known that his father was going after her. Why not leave some message for him? Why keep it so secretive?

      He didn’t have any answers. He didn’t know anything other than that he had been left. Abandoned.

      But that didn’t fit with what he knew of his mother.

      If she had been after a relic that she had uncovered, or perhaps more relics, Ty might understand. She had gathered them, collected them, and had treated them as if they were some long lost friend, especially the relics that had been sculpted to look like dragons. Ty remembered finding her with three larger relics that she had set on the ground in their hearth room. She had been tracing her hand over them, as if petting them.

      “What are you doing?” Ty had asked. He was probably ten or eleven when this had happened, and though he had known even then that his mother had a penchant for dragon relics, he didn’t really understand it.

      “I’m talking to my friends,” she said, smiling at him. “Why don’t you have a seat, and you can talk with me.” Her golden hair hung down into her face, and she did not bother to brush it away. In the reflected light of the hearth crackling with flames, she seemed to glow. Then again, it had always been Ty’s feeling that his mother glowed often.

      “What am I supposed to say?” He settled down next to his mother, looking at one of the dragon sculptures. They were impressive. They came up to his mid-thigh, at least when he was standing, but when seated it was almost as if he could look into their eyes. He believed he could feel something from them. They felt so lifelike, a talent of whatever sculptor had made them.

      “You can tell them whatever you would like. I like to talk to them about what I’m doing, about the way the world has changed, and even just listen to them.”

      “You listen to the sculptures?” Ty had smiled at her, and he had waited for her to say something more, but she had kept her attention on the sculpture that she was looking at. “What do they say?”

      “It’s not what they say, but it’s what I can feel. If you listen, you might feel something as well.”

      “About what?”

      “About what comes beyond.” She smiled, and there was a hint of sadness in it. “That has been my quest, Tydornen. I have wanted to understand what comes beyond, and how we can come again.” She touched the nearest of the sculptures on the head, caressing it gently as if petting a cat. “One day we will have the answers. One day they will be free.”

      “What will be free?”

      “Why, the dragons.”

      He had laughed, looking at the sculpture, thinking that his mother was telling him a story.

      Maybe she had been chasing something else, though.

      Ty continued trying to feel for the smoke dragon, continuing to try to feel its energy, knowing that it was there, that there was something deep within him, but he knew also that he couldn’t call upon that power.

      He moved on.

      Ty couldn’t stand here too long. It would draw attention, and though he doubted that he would end up imprisoned for simply standing outside the Hatchery, he certainly didn’t need the risk. Several Dragon Touched made their way along the street, and Ty watched them for a little while, knowing that they were heading toward the fortress. He kept meaning to ask Dorian about the Dragon Touched, about how they served, and whether they were a risk given Roson James connection.

      He made his way along the street, wandering aimlessly.

      They needed answers, and he kept waiting for Dorian to find him, to help them know where to start, but he wasn’t sure what they would need to do, where they needed to go, or how they would do it.

      The dragons were gone.

      Then what?

      It was the kind of problem that needed a solution that was beyond him.

      It was the kind of problem that needed the Dragon Thief.

      Would his brother help?

      He found himself wandering along the street where he’d been attacked. He paused where he remembered the false Order of the Flame member first assaulting him, looking along the street and seeing no sign of blood or disruption. Any blood that he’d shed had been scrubbed free of the cobblestones; either that or it had rained enough, even though he didn’t remember any rain coming through here.

      He studied the street, remembering the darkness that swirled around him, the energy that had been here, but there was nothing of the sort present in the daylight. Nothing more that he could feel. The energy had been here and a lingering sense of power, but nothing more than that.

      Ty rounded a corner.

      He had staggered along here.

      He remembered falling up against the building. He remembered the pain that he had felt, and still remained surprised that he did not suffer nearly as much as he expected to, given the severity of his injury. He should’ve been dead.

      He paused, studying the cobblestones again.

      There was no blood trail on the cobblestones, nothing to suggest the injury that he had experienced. There was nothing here. As he stared at the ground, trying to find answers, he felt a stirring.

      “Now you want to play?” he muttered.

      The dragon was there and making Ty aware of his presence, but did it even matter? He needed to figure out where the fake Order of the Flame had gone.

      “Can you search for them?”

      What he needed was the dragon to respond to him.

      No. What he really needed was the dragon to listen to him, so that if he were under attack, he would know how to use his power and could defend himself.

      He didn’t feel anything else.

      He straightened, looking along the street. He remembered trailing his hand along the buildings, blood staining the stone as he had staggered toward Albion’s meeting place.

      As he made his way through here, he didn’t see any sign of where he had lingered, and certainly nothing suggested he had left the walls covered with his blood.

      Had Albion scrubbed the layer of blood free? Why would he have done that other than to hide his passage? He meandered slowly, carefully, looking along the row of buildings until he came to Albion’s door. In the daylight, it looked different. Of course, in the daylight, he also wasn’t injured the way that he had been. He stared at the door and wondered if there was any sort of power within it, anything that might suggest the energy that Albion had access to. He had chased the Flame for a long time. He had his own connection to it. When Ty had seen him near Ishantil, he had seen his brother using what he believed to be Dragon Touched magic, though perhaps it wasn’t that at all. Maybe he had something from the priesthood that permitted him access to power that only looks that way.

      Regardless of what he believed about his brother, he was a priest. Perhaps the Dragon Thief, but still a priest.

      And Ty was the opposite. He was a thief first.

      Ty took a deep breath and then knocked.

      He crossed his arms over his chest, watching the door, waiting for his brother to pull it open. He had a dozen things ready to say to him, a dozen different things that he wanted to yell at him, to shout and tell him off, to scream at him about everything that he had gone through, but the door didn’t open. Everything that had filled his mind was useless.

      He knocked again.

      This may not even be his house, though Ty knew that. His home would be with Zara, his wife.

      His wife.

      Ty still couldn’t even believe that his brother was married.

      Why had he not shared that with him when he had found his brother in Zarinth?

      Secrets.

      His brother continued to trade in secrets, keeping him from knowing truths about him.

      But this warehouse where he had stored something, perhaps everything that he had stolen, might provide him some answers. He remembered the items inside. There were certainly relics that were here, items that had significance and that would be powerful. But not only powerful, they would also be valuable. They were things that he could envision stealing, selling, and using the wealth for other purposes.

      Not his brother, though. His brother was the Dragon Thief, but he was one who served the Flame. He didn’t acquire items to sell.

      He hadn’t given much thought to that before, but it made a certain sort of sense. He wouldn’t have tried to take anything that he could sell. If he had wanted to sell the items that he’d taken, he certainly could have done it. There would have been a market for it, and yet he didn’t remember Bingham ever mentioning that there was anything out in the city that had been stolen by the Dragon Thief.

      That should’ve been a clue. His brother had acquired relics, power, but he had done nothing with them.

      Ty shook his head. Of course he hadn’t.

      He was the Dragon Thief, but he also was a priest.

      He tapped on the door again, but this time he didn’t expect it to open.

      He started prowling along the street, surveying the building.

      There had to be another way in. His brother was more than just a priest. He was a thief. And Ty understood thieves.

      He pulled out his lock pick set, and began to work at the door, but could not get it to open.

      As he straightened, he realized that a young woman and what was likely her daughter glance in his direction.

      Ty stuffed the lock pick set back into his pocket and moved along the street. He had to be careful not to draw attention. There were too many soldiers and Dragon Touched patrolling the streets. He had to be careful to avoid that kind of detection. He looked around the outside the building, and he found an alley. He counted out the buildings, the different entrances, until he came to the one that he thought was his brother’s.

      He found another door.

      It was narrow, small, and protected with a heavy lock that he suspected was stout. As he tried to pick it, movement down the street caught his attention.

      He would have to work quickly. He tried to get through the lock, but he couldn’t pick it. He started onward. He couldn’t get into the doors. There were no windows. And no other way.

      That didn’t fit with a Dragon Thief.

      He had to think like his brother.

      No. He had to think like the Dragon Thief.

      What other way might there be?

      The only other thing that he could come up with would be going up. Ty flicked his gaze to the overhang and jumped, grabbing it, pulling himself up, and scrambling along the slightly sloped roof.

      As soon as he was up, there was movement along the street. A Dragon Touched marched down the alley. The woman and her daughter must’ve called for help.

      He smiled to himself.

      If he were caught, Dorian certainly wouldn’t be able to protect him now.

      Not that Dorian would ever have protected Ty while sneaking around the city. Still, had he simply been testing the locks, there would’ve been a way to ignore what had happened, and he wouldn’t have to try to explain what he was doing, but climbing onto the rooftop was a very different matter. He might have to answer for what he was doing up here, but there would be no real explanation for it.

      He crept up the rooftop, looking down below, peering toward the buildings, but he didn’t see anything moving anymore. The soldier had made a single patrol before moving onward.

      Ty climbed up the rooftop and kept moving.

      By the time he got to the peak, he found a small trapdoor.

      It looked to be new. If he were right, this trapdoor would lead into Albion’s warehouse and would provide him another way in and out.

      Why wouldn’t he have something like this? What better way to offer a level of protection than to have some way in and out of the building that somebody else wouldn’t know about?

      He tested the trapdoor.

      Unsurprisingly, it was locked, but it wasn’t nearly as stout as the locks on the street or in the alley. Ty picked it and finally threw the wooden trapdoor open, peering down into the darkness.

      He could see that Albion wasn’t there, but maybe he would find some clue about how to find Zara. How to find his brother. He smiled to himself and tried to lower himself down through the door.

      It was dark, and the pitch of the roof was high enough that he had no idea whether he would be able to drop down safely, but he thought that it couldn’t be terribly dangerous. Albion wouldn’t be able to use it effectively otherwise.

      He dangled for a moment, looking between his arms, and saw a narrow beam.

      That was going to be tricky. He could land on the beam, but he could just as easily slip, and it looked to him like the ground dropped far below him.

      If only he had a rope, but he hadn’t prepared to be sneaking around.

      Ty focused his breathing, staring at the beam, and then released his grip. He landed on it and balanced for a moment before he started to slip. He dropped down, wrapping his arms around the beam, his heart hammering in his chest.

      He didn’t fall.

      When he felt confident he wasn’t going anywhere, he crawled along the beam, reaching the end of it and a narrow pathway leading around the perimeter. He dropped down onto that, and then down a wooden staircase and into the main part of the warehouse.

      The air had a strange, stale, almost medicinal quality to it, and he could easily remember that smell, the way the room had felt, and the energy that was here. None of that had even been necessary to help him, surprisingly. At least, Ty didn’t think that it had been. He suspected most of it had been tied to the smoke dragon.

      That had caused the smoke dragon to react more than anything else. It had been similar to how Dorian’s touch had triggered something with the smoke dragon. If the smoke dragon were responsible for healing him, then it was possible he would have recovered regardless.

      It didn’t seem like it was only the smoke dragon, though. His brother had done something to him, placing that strange dragon relic up against his skin. Ty gripped his side, holding it, feeling the wound. There was no scar. Nothing that would indicate what he had gone through and how much he had suffered. He took a seat on the small table where his brother had rested him, letting him recover.

      It gave him a chance to look around the room.

      It was empty.

      Everything about the warehouse seemed like it was a place that the Dragon Thief had occupied, and he remembered the different dragon relics that were here, but now there was nothing. It had been cleaned out.

      What did it mean that his brother had emptied this space out?

      Where had Albion gone?

      Without having any clue here, he had no idea how to find him—or Zara.

      Which meant Ty doubted he would find Albion. He had wanted to see what his brother might be up to, to see what he might be able to offer about tracking down the missing dragons, to use the knowledge and skill of the Dragon Thief, but he wasn’t there.

      There might be something that he could do, though.

      He had a name, and he knew that she was a healer. Somebody like that would be known in the city. How hard would it be to find a healer name Zara?

      He looked up at the opening where he had climbed in. Ty wasn’t about to come back out the way he had come in, and given that the warehouse was empty and there was no sign of his brother, it didn’t seem to matter if he went out through the front door.

      He got to his feet and swept his gaze around the warehouse one more time before unlocking the door and pulling it open.

      Three soldiers stood on the other side of the door. They wore the leather armor of the king and carried short swords along with matching helms emblazoned with the crest of the dragon the king claimed as his own.

      Panic filled Ty. As soon as it did, the smoke dragon fluttered.

      Energy built, and it suddenly exploded outward.

      The soldiers were tossed to the far side of the street.

      Ty glanced back into the warehouse. He could go through it and into the alleyway, but if they had come to the front door, they were probably at the back door as well.

      So much for getting in and out of here without notice.

      He jumped out into the street, pulling the door closed, and raced along cobblestones. Smoke swirled around him, as if the smoke dragon suddenly was awakened and had decided to help.

      Why now?

      That was a question for later. First he had to get out of here, find Albion, and see if he could help him track down the Order.

      Ty needed the Dragon Thief. Unfortunately, that could not be him.
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      Ty didn’t slow until he neared the end of the street, and when he did, he looked back, searching for any sign of soldiers, but there were none giving chase. Had they abandoned their chase, or did they find the building empty?

      As he slowed, he lowered the hood of his cloak. He had pulled it up when he was running, not wanting somebody to recognize him, but now that he was slowing and there was nobody around him to be watching, he didn’t fear apprehension quite the same way.

      Somebody had been watching the warehouse.

      It had to do with his brother. It had to do with the Dragon Thief.

      And they were regular soldiers, not the false Order of the Flame. As far as he could tell, they didn’t seem to be Dragon Touched, either. These days, that was almost as dangerous. He rounded a corner, and when he did he saw no sign of movement.

      He’d gotten away. Now it was time to find anything that he could about his brother. He had to find Zara. That was a simple matter of questioning. He didn’t think that Zara’s home could have been that far from the warehouse. His brother hadn’t been gone long when he had run for help for him that night. Which meant that he had a fairly tight radius to search.

      He needed to start closer to the warehouse.

      The question really was which street to start on?

      If he chose the wrong one, he could be several streets off before he realized that he was looking in the wrong direction. But knowing that he had to look in a specific area for the healer didn’t necessarily mean that he would find her storefront.

      That was, if she had a storefront.

      Still, Ty had to think that a healer would be well known.

      At least within Zarinth, healers were relatively well known. When he had been working with Maeve, most people in her part of the city had known about her. It had been easy enough to find her by simply asking around.

      He had to think that the same would be said for Zara.

      He rounded another corner and a marketplace stretched in front of him.

      This was where he would find his information.

      Ty had another benefit of going into the marketplace. Not only to ask about Zara and get information, but he would be able to disappear and could avoid anyone who might be searching for him.

      He made his way through the stalls. There were vendors selling meat, most of it smoked, though some of it raw. There were others selling fruits and vegetables, and still others that sold crafts and textiles and clothing. He passed one stall where the ceramics were incredible. It was a marketplace unlike any that he’d seen in Zarinth, and in Zarinth there had always been skilled merchants. He meandered through the crowd, finding himself staring as much as listening. The quality of the work was incredible, and though he knew he had a reason for being here, he also couldn’t help but feel intrigued by what was here. If he were to stay in the capital, this was the place where he could buy supplies.

      He had to push that thought away. There was no point in getting caught up in thinking like that, no point in considering the possibility that he could stay here. He couldn’t. Even though he was in Carn, now that he had been training with Dorian and Gayal and had a connection to the dragon, he doubted that he would be able to stay in any one place for very long. How could he when even if he succeeded, he would become a Tecal.

      If he failed…

      Ty no longer knew what would happen if he failed. He didn’t know if the dragons could be torn free from him, but he did suspect that if Roson James found him, and had the dauvern, that he would lose the dragon.

      And without understanding the dragon, he would not have the vengeance that he wanted. He paused at one stand. This one sold liniments and ointments and was the kind of place that he suspected he could find information about other healers. The woman standing behind the stand was heavyset, shorter than Ty, and had dark gray hair that hung down past her shoulders. She looked up with a beady-eyed expression, and the thin smile that crossed her face was twisted, almost dark.

      “Are you looking to buy? You look too healthy for my services.”

      Ty forced a smile. This was all a game. An act. And he knew what he needed. More than that, he knew a little bit about Zara and the kind of things that he sold. That was information that Ty had to take advantage of. By knowing a little bit about Zara, he thought that he could at least direct the questions in such a way that he could find out where to find him.

      “I’m looking for a particular kind of healing,” he said.

      The woman cackled softly and leaned forward, pushing a jar toward Ty. “Healing? Like I said, I don’t see anything wrong with you. Unless… oh. Maybe it’s something I can’t see.” She reached out, pressing her hand up against Ty’s chest, and she patted it softly. “Your heart. That must be what it is. You lost someone you love.”

      Ty frowned. “Do I look like I have lost someone I loved?”

      “Every young person eventually loses someone. Most think the one they are with is the one the one they will be with forever. You understand it’s not so much the first love as it is the last love.” She cackled, looking toward Ty for a moment before pushing the jar forward again. “I might have something that could help you, regardless of what you’re looking for.”

      Ty looked down at the table, trying to decide how to proceed. Different bottles had been stacked on the table, most of them with liquids or oils, though there were a few that looked to have thick lotions in them. Several had powders, and he could imagine Maeve knowing exactly what to use each of them for, but Ty wasn’t exactly sure what to do. What he needed was for this woman to offer him dragon magic. It was something that would require a specific and particular type of understanding, but it was something this woman might not even have.

      “I need something with a bit of heat,” he said.

      “Heat?” The woman cackled again. “I see. It’s not so much love that you’re looking for. It’s the lust.”

      “It’s not…” Ty shook his head. “I just need something with a bit of heat.”

      “You said that, young man, and I’m telling you I might be able to offer you something, but I need you to be little bit more specific than that.”

      “What more do you need?”

      “Well, if you could tell me what it is that you think you need, then perhaps I can help you.”

      “I need something that can help me with a bit of forbidden heat.” Ty had to pick his words carefully now. He glanced around the inside of the market before turning his attention back to the woman.

      The healer stared at Ty, and there was a deep frown on her face and a dark energy in her eyes. “I can’t do anything with that. You know the king forbids that.”

      “He doesn’t forbid it for everybody. I was talking with somebody who told me about a healer in the city who deals in it.”

      The woman glared at him. “She likes to risk too much.” She looked around the market before lowering her voice and leaning forward. “You would do well to stay away from her. The kind of healing that one offers is not the kind of healing anyone would need. You’re likely to end up more injured than you were before if you go to her.” The woman leaned back and the frown returned, but the edge in her voice did not. “Now if it’s something that I could offer you here, then you might find that you don’t need any sort of forbidden heat. There are plenty of us who don’t peddle in such things.”

      Ty just nodded. “I’m sure you’re right. Maybe I was mistaken to even ask about it. It’s just that…”

      He looked over and saw a pair of soldiers heading into the market, making their way toward him.

      Why would they be after him?

      Unless they weren’t soldiers. Maybe they were Dragon Touched.

      Worse, maybe they were with the Order.

      He took a deep breath and stepped back. “I’ll keep perusing,” he said.

      “You can keep looking, but you will not find anything. Not what you’re looking for. Not here. You have to go to the Demsal section in order to find that, and no fool wants to do that.”

      Ty just nodded. “Thank you.”

      He backed away and glanced toward the soldiers, but they didn’t seem to have caught sight of him—yet. That didn’t mean that they wouldn’t. Just that they hadn’t seen him so far.

      He slipped through the crowd and pulled the hood of his cloak up, knowing it looked more suspicious, but at the same time he had no idea if they would recognize him otherwise. If they did, he had to find a way to hide, a way to keep them from seeing him.

      He kept moving, going quickly, watching carefully, and then ducking around the corner. There was no further movement from the soldiers. He had to stay hidden, keeping himself low and out of the view of the soldiers, but more than that now he needed to figure out how to find Zara.

      He had a name of a city section.

      He slipped forward, staying low, sweeping his gaze around as he did. He didn’t see anything nearby, but that didn’t mean that he was going to be able to find what he needed. More than that, it didn’t mean that he would be able to get out of the market without drawing any more attention.

      Somebody jostled into him, and Ty looked up. A large, hulking man looked down at him.

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

      The man took a step toward him, and the smoke dragon surged again, surprising Ty by sweeping a hint of smoke out, concealing him.

      He hurried away, using the smoke to shield him, thankful that it reacted though still uncertain as to why it chose now to do so.

      He could see the soldiers there but nothing more than that. They were searching through the vendor stands. Either they knew he had been there, or they were looking for somebody else. Regardless, they were continuing their search.

      Ty darted off.

      The Demsal section.

      That was what he needed to find, but he didn’t know how he was going to find it. It had to be close enough to the warehouse.

      He rounded a corner, keeping his eyes open, and then stopped.

      A marking on a building caught his eye.

      It was a street marker. Many of the buildings in the capital had street markers, the names of the streets etched into the stone, and this one was no different, though it was faded as if it had been scratched out. There was a D, but nothing else. The rest of it was blurred, faded.

      Not the Demsal section. Demsal Street.

      Where was Zara? Someone like Zara would have some sort of storefront, some kind of a marker as a healer.

      If it was anything like Zarinth, there would be something hanging from the door, next to the door, or even painted on the front of the building.

      Only, this wasn’t anything like Zarinth. He had to find something different.

      He made his way along the street. It was a narrow street, and it curved slightly before coming to an intersection where the street name changed.

      Ty must have missed it.

      He turned back, heading the way that he’d come, and wandered along the street as he searched, trying to come up with the answer as to where to find Zara’s shop. It would have to be somewhere along the street, someplace that he could find, and it had to have some sort of marking that he could use.

      Ty moved more slowly.

      He wasn’t as concerned that he might get followed. If this section was dangerous, then he doubted there would be as many people here. If they were Dragon Touched, and they might be able to follow his dagger or the crossbow. They might still be working with Roson James.

      As he made it to the midpoint of the street, a marking on the stone caught his attention. Normally, a cobblestone like that wouldn’t draw any notice, but in this case the stone had the shape of a dragon head on it. It was faded and faint, but he had been looking for anything that might be a marker of Zara, and a healer, and this was the first thing that he’d seen that could be something.

      It was right in front of a door.

      Ty headed over to it and knocked. He had one hand resting on his dragon-bone dagger. He didn’t have to wait long. The door came open.

      Zara was dark-haired, dark-skinned, and beautiful.

      She frowned at Ty, glancing either direction along the street before grabbing him by the hand and yanking him inside and closing the door. She slipped three locks into place, one on the top and bottom of the door, and one in the middle. Then she pressed her hand against it, and a ring on her finger started to glow faintly for just a moment.

      Only then did Zara turn back to him.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked. Her words were clipped, and she looked along the hallway before turning her attention back to Ty.

      “I’m looking for my brother. I figured that you would know where he was.”

      She frowned at Ty. “Your brother? What would you… you don’t know.”

      “What don’t I know?”

      Zara shook her head. “How did you find me?”

      “I asked around.”

      “Dangerous,” she muttered, looking back toward the door. “Who did you ask?”

      “I asked in the market. I was implying I was looking for a sort of forbidden healing.”

      Zara regarded Ty for a moment before chuckling. “I suppose that would do. And then you found me?”

      “I was directed to this section. And then I found the marking outside your door.”

      Zara snorted. “I think your brother underestimated you.”

      “Why?”

      “Never mind. Come along.”

      She slipped past Ty, down the narrow hall, and guided him into a wood-paneled room. There was a hearth at one end, and heat radiated from it. Dragon-bone relics lined the mantle. Many of them were shaped into weapons. He saw two daggers. One sword. And an entire quiver filled with crossbow bolts.

      His attention was drawn to that, though he didn’t even know if he could use them. He had the fake Order of the Flame’s crossbow, but he didn’t know if it used a certain type of crossbow bolt.

      Zara turned to him. “Why did you come looking for me?”

      “Because something happened.”

      “Obviously,” Zara said.

      Ty regarded the woman, looking around the inside of the home. Dragon relics and remnants filled it, enough wealth—likely stolen wealth—that left Ty overwhelmed. The rest of the decorations in the home were simple, though many carried markings of the Flame. If he was right, then this was where his brother spent his time. This was the person he spent his time with—when he wasn’t working as the Dragon Thief.

      “How long have the two of you known each other?” he asked Zara.

      “Why? What did he tell you?”

      “He told me that you were married.”

      Zara smiled tightly. “I wasn’t even sure if he would admit that.”

      “Why wouldn’t he admit that?”

      “I’m not particularly welcome in these parts.”

      “Why wouldn’t you be welcome?” Ty asked with a laugh. “And I can certainly understand why my brother would be intrigued by you.”

      “He was intrigued by me because of my connection to the Flame,” she said, turning to the fire. She twisted the dragon stone ring on her finger before glancing over at Ty. “We developed a friendship. Then we became close. Then…” She shook her head. “I didn’t know what he was until much later.”

      “A thief?”

      Zara shook her head. “A priest.”

      “You were more concerned about him being a priest then you were about a thief?”

      “It is the curse of my people.”

      Zara took a seat and motioned for Ty to join her. There were two wooden chairs in the room, both of them large and faded but comfortable. They were strangely warm, and as he took a seat Ty realized that they were made out of dragon bone.

      He ran his hand along the chair. “You painted it.”

      “I painted what?”

      “The dragon bone. Why?”

      Zara tipped her head, studying him. “How did you know?”

      Ty shrugged. “I can feel something about it. It feels like dragon bone, even if I’m not able to tell much more about it than that.”

      “Most aren’t even aware of it,” Zara said as she ran her fingers along the chair. “They see it as something unusual. Which it is. None recognize there’s something else to it.” She looked around the inside of her home, and Ty followed the direction of her gaze.

      How much of everything here was dragon bone?

      Maybe everything was. And if it was, then it meant that his brother and Zara had as many dragon-bone remnants—and probably relics—as he had ever found in any one place.

      They collected them.

      Of course, his brother was the Dragon Thief. He would have an eye for them and would know what things were worth collecting.

      He smiled to himself. “That’s why you fell for him,” he said, tracing his hand along the dragon-bone chair. He could feel the energy within it, and it pressed up through his palm, a warmth and heat that radiated outward, filling him. There was something almost comfortable about it, which he was surprised by.

      “He had so many interesting items,” Zara said, shaking her head. “When I first met him, I didn’t understand why. It was only later that I realized he didn’t come across them honestly.”

      “It didn’t bother you, though.”

      Zara shrugged. “Why should it bother me? The king doesn’t come across them honestly, either.”

      “He finds them.”

      “Finds them. Makes them, as well. He has his artisans shaping dragon bone into various forms like this,” she said, grabbing something off the table that Ty hadn’t noticed. It looked like a small figurine with a man’s face. Though none had seen him in person, most knew the king’s face from the sculptures he had made. “He’s arrogant enough to believe that face needs to be placed upon the dragon bone.”

      “You don’t think the king should be?”

      “I don’t think anybody should be placed on dragon bone.” She placed it back on the table and shook her head. “What about you, Ty? What do you feel?”

      Ty shrugged. “I can’t say I have much of an opinion about it. At least, I never had before. Dragon-bone relics are valuable.”

      “They are, and for good reason.”

      “I’ve never been intrigued by dragon-bone relics for the reasons that others were. I didn’t care about the power that they might possess or anything else like that. I cared about the value the king placed on them.”

      “You are a Tecal.”

      Ty frowned, shaking his head quickly. Maybe too quickly. “Not a Tecal. Like my brother, I am—or was—a thief.”

      She smiled at Ty. “Something that runs in the family, then. What an interesting family yours must have been.”

      “We weren’t thieves when I was younger,” he said, looking at the figure with the king’s face. “When I was younger, my brother was”—Ty shook his head, not sure how much to share with Zara, not sure how much his brother would’ve shared with her—“different. Albion had always embraced the Flame. I think he thought it would please our mother.”

      “I didn’t realize that he felt the need to please your mother.”

      “He was always closer to Father and believed that our mother didn’t care for him quite as much as she cared for me.” Ty closed his eyes for a moment, thinking back to his family long ago, his brother, and how he had always seemed more like his father. “He could be so foolish, so ignorant.”

      “Men often can be,” Zara said.

      Ty took a deep breath, letting it out. “He never gave me any indication that he would be a thief.”

      “And he never gave me any indication that he would be a priest.”

      “Does it bother you?”

      “A little,” Zara said.

      “Why?”

      Zara smiled at Ty. “If you understood my people, then you would know the reason.”

      “You mentioned that before. What kind of people are we talking about?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Zara said.

      She fell silent, staring at the flame, and traced her fingers along the chair, as if sitting there and running her hands along the dragon bone would give her some contact power, something that would connect her to a greater energy. Maybe it would.

      Could she be one of the Dragon Touched?

      His brother had admitted that he was, and Ty could see him being attracted to somebody else who had the same ability and connection to the dragons as him.

      “Where is he?”

      “Al had to go.”

      Ty chuckled. “When I was younger, he hated it when I called him Al.”

      “He hasn’t been fond of me calling him by the nickname I would prefer,” Zara said.

      “What is that?”

      A playful smile crossed Zara’s lips. “That is between he and I.”

      Ty wasn’t going to push on that. He didn’t think that he wanted to. “Where did he have to go? I saw the warehouse. I know it’s empty.”

      “You did.”

      Ty nodded. “That’s where I went first. I thought I could figure out where my brother had gone and what he had done, but…”

      “Unfortunately, your brother had to leave when the warehouse was emptied.”

      “It was empty. Which means somebody took the items within?”

      Zara’s swung her gaze toward Ty, leveling it on him. “He has gathered items for many years. All that time, all of that knowledge, and it’s lost.”

      “What happened?”

      She shook her head. “He wouldn’t tell me. Only that he had to get it back.”

      “He went after it?”

      Zara nodded. “He said that he was the only one capable of doing so.”

      The Dragon Thief.

      And now he had no idea what happened to him or where he had gone, only that the Dragon Thief was on the loose again, searching for items that he had stolen once before.

      “I need to find him. Something is taking place in the kingdom, and it’s dangerous. Can you help me?”

      Zara looked at him. “Unfortunately, I cannot.”

      Ty looked around the inside of the home. “You have to have some dragon relic that would allow me to chase him down.”

      He didn’t know what it would be, only that he had seen other dragon relics that worked that way. He suspected that Zara had something like that here, if only she would permit him to use it.

      “Even if I had something like that, I couldn’t do that to your brother. He trusted me.”

      “I’m glad he trusted you, but I think he’s in more danger than he realizes.”

      Zara frowned. “Why would you say that?”

      “Because of the reason I’m here.”

      “And what reason is that?”

      “The dragons. They were taken. We don’t know what’s going to happen to them, but if they succeed…” Ty had no idea what would happen if they succeeded, only that he felt compelled to prevent the fake Order of the Flame from finishing whatever they intended.

      Zara turned to Ty, watching him for a long moment, and then she sighed. “There might be something I could offer.”
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      Ty squeezed the small, cylindrical item, tracing his finger along the surface. There was an engraving, though it was a series of patterns that looked like writing in a language he couldn’t read. Maybe they were nothing more than symbols. He could feel the heat coming off it. There was something strange in it, some energy that he couldn’t quite place, but it was dragon bone. Only, it was dragon bone unlike any that he had ever held before.

      Somehow, this was supposed to guide him to Albion.

      Ty didn’t know how to use it, and Zara hadn’t given him much insight on to how to do so, either, only that the power would start to pulse within it, reacting when he got close. All she had said was that Albion had traveled west chasing something.

      Ty had known what he was chasing. There was only one thing for his brother to have been chasing.

      Dragons. The Flame.

      But how had he known?

      And why would he have gone on his own?

      Ty wandered the streets, making a looping pattern as he circled the city, passing through sections that were of increasing wealth, until he neared the palace in the distance. It was an enormous building, and yet the Dragon’s Jaw was even larger, as if the palace made no attempt to try to loom larger than the mountains.

      He paused outside the palace, thinking about the ghost king, thinking about what he had experienced while he’d been the city, and thinking about what Gayal would’ve wanted him to do.

      Gayal would’ve wanted him to master his understanding of the dragons. That was the key for him, but given that it was Ty’s fault that they had obtained the dauvern, and that now Roson James and the others of the Order had it, he had to figure out what they might do with those dragons. If it was simply a matter of trying to learn to use them against the kingdom, then he feared how they might use them. But maybe there was another reason.

      He had started back, wandering through the streets, when he had a feeling that someone trailed after him. Ty ducked down an alleyway, slipping along it until he reached a different street, and then he looped back around. He wanted to get behind his possible pursuer, but he didn’t see any evidence of them. They were there; he was certain of it.

      He moved carefully now.

      He slipped the item Zara had given him back into his pocket.

      It wasn’t going to help him in the city. He suspected Albion had already left the city, and given the frustration he had seen within Zara—and the hint of sadness—he wondered whether or not Ty would be able to find him easily. He also wondered if Zara expected to see Albion again.

      Strangely, he suspected Zara understood what Albion was doing. She hadn’t been willing to share that with Ty, which bothered him, though she had been willing to share something that could help him track down his brother.

      He switched directions and started moving with a quicker pace, but the person trailing after him did the same. Ty frowned and moved even faster.

      Now he was certain somebody was behind him. As he hurried along the street, he could practically feel the sense of somebody moving after him. They were doing it subtly.

      After having left Zara’s place, he hadn’t seen any sign of the soldiers, but that didn’t mean they weren’t still out there. They had tracked him into the market, and he suspected that they had some way of following him. And if they did, then he needed to move carefully and quickly so that he could avoid them. Even worrying that the Dragon Touched were still working with Roson James, and having soldiers—or Dragon Touched—following him did little to make him feel anything differently. They might even be part of the Order, this group that Roson had working on his behalf, hunting for Ty with their dragon-bone crossbows and the dangerous shadow magic that they had used on him.

      So he had to be careful. He had to hide, navigating as carefully as he could, and find a way to avoid letting them apprehend him.

      Ty hated the strange nagging irritation he felt, the annoyance that suggested somebody was out there following him. He turned a corner and started sprinting. He reached the end of the street, turned a corner, and then waited. There was no other movement.

      He stayed hidden, pressed against the building, watching the street, knowing that if there was someone here he would have to be careful and make sure that he wasn’t still pursued.

      He didn’t need somebody following him back to the tavern. At the same time, he didn’t know if going back the tavern was going to be safe at all. Maybe he needed to wait.

      Ty didn’t see any other movement, and finally he started off again. He hadn’t gone very far when he started to feel a sense of somebody trailing after him again.

      He ducked around another corner and waited again. He had to start acting like the thief he was. He had to start acting in ways that would allow him to move carefully, to hide, and to ensure that he was safe.

      Too often, he let himself get trapped into a different mindset here in the capital. It was almost as if the unfamiliarity of everything here had changed things for him, changing the ways in which he would react and his habits.

      Ty had to stay the person he had always been. He had to remain the thief.

      And there were other ways to move.

      Find a crowd, blend into it, and then disappear.

      He had done that with the soldiers, but he had allowed himself to get befuddled by everything else. Now he had to try something different. He darted forward and rounded a corner as he heard a noise in the distance.

      And then he slowed. As before, he believed there was somebody following him. Ty turned carefully, and he made a decision. If somebody wanted to find him, then perhaps he should let them. Stand his ground, figure out who was after him, and then force them to tell him where Roson James and the others had gone.

      In Zarinth, he was a thief. In the capital, he was something else. He wasn’t a Tecal quite yet, he was heading in that direction. He had to force the dragon to help him. So far, it seemed as if it did so when he was in danger, at least sometimes.

      He stepped forward.

      Ty could feel the strange fluttering of the smoke dragon deep inside him, the power it called out to, and the energy he knew was there. All he needed was to use that understanding and find a way to call the power of the smoke dragon out, to use that power if he were to be attacked, and then he could stand his ground.

      He could be a Tecal.

      There came a shadowy movement at one end of the street.

      Strangely, there was nobody else on the street with him. Had he really backed himself up to a street where he would be caught all by himself? That was an ignorant mistake.

      Maybe if he were trying to avoid detection during a theft, it would be the sensible course of action, but when he was trying to avoid somebody trailing him, getting caught on a street like this was simply dangerous.

      He felt for the energy of the smoke dragon. “What do you need from me?” he whispered. The dragon didn’t react.

      He grabbed for his dragon-bone dagger.

      He might not be able to summon the power of the smoke dragon, but that didn’t mean that he was helpless.

      Darkness approached. The false Order of the Flame.

      He grabbed for the dragon-bone crossbow and loaded a bolt onto it. He worked as fast as he could, leveraging it. He had already seen how the false Order of the Flame could deflect the bolts once he’d shot them.

      He stood his ground. The darkness swirled again.

      There was only a faint stirring coming from the smoke dragon. A faint burning. Not enough for him to use it. He really had to find something from it, but he didn’t know what it was. Then the darkness started to part. Ty braced himself for the false Order of the Flame.

      That wasn’t what he saw.

      “Gayal?” The shadow dragon swirled around her, making it difficult to make out her features, though he saw a worried look in her eyes.

      She frowned, cocking her head to the side. “Where are you, Ty?”

      He was right in front of her. How come she couldn’t see him?

      “I’m right here.”

      A bruise on one cheek had swelled and a wound on the other cheek looked to be healing, though perhaps more slowly. She had been hurt.

      Ty had been feeling the strange fluttering inside of his belly that suggested the smoke dragon was awake, but it didn’t seem like that was hiding his presence. He was summoning the shadows.

      He had pulled on the small orb he’d taken from the false Order of the Flame.

      Ty hadn’t even been aware he’d been doing anything with it, only that he was clutching it. While one hand was on the crossbow, the other was in his pocket, holding onto that orb and ready for the possibility of an attack. He hadn’t expected he would have used the strange shadow energy from the orb.

      He released it, and then Gayal relaxed.

      “How did you do that?” she asked, stepping toward him. She glanced along the street, her gaze darting from place to place, and a deep frown etched on her brow. “You were holding onto the shadows like the Order of the Flame.”

      “Because I stole something from them.” He pulled the orb out of his pocket, held it in his palm, and as soon as he did he started to notice the shadows streaking away. It seemed like it was only activated when he held onto it.

      Gayal held her hand above it but didn’t touch it. “That is odd. Something like this would explain why the Order managed to evade us for as long as they did. How they evaded me,” she whispered. Her cloak fluttered slightly. She had shadows, but whatever was in this strange orb controlled something different. Maybe similar, but it might not be.

      “I wasn’t expecting to come back to the city so quickly.”

      “I was following Roson James and lost him,” she said.

      “And you came back?”

      “When Dorian sent word.”

      “How did he send word?”

      She frowned, tilting her head to the side slightly in the strange manner that she had. He was left wondering if that was her or her dragon that did that. “Through the wind, of course.”

      That was interesting. Dorian could use his dragon to send messages. He supposed he shouldn’t have been surprised by that.

      “My brother is gone as well. Along with everything that was in his warehouse. He had dragon relics. Many of them.”

      “That wasn’t the arrangement,” Gayal said.

      Ty laughed softly. “I’m not sure that trying to let somebody be known as the Dragon Thief and controlling what they stole was going to work out the way you thought. Besides, he was still a priest. He still served the Flame.”

      “Where is he now?”

      “I don’t know. I went to his wife—”

      “His wife?”

      The way that Gayal said it left Ty frowning. There was a hint to her tone that made him question whether Gayal might have been interested in his brother. Perhaps she had been. They would’ve worked together, and perhaps they had bonded enough that she might have thought there was more of a connection between the two of them.

      “A healer named Zara. She didn’t tell me where he went.”

      “How long ago did he disappear?”

      “I don’t know. I didn’t keep track of him. I just know that he’s gone.”

      “As is Dorian. So it worries me that your brother, the Dragon Thief, is now missing as well. It makes me question whether your brother went after Dorian.”

      “Or if Dorian went after my brother.”

      “That is possible.”

      “Would Dorian have sent word?”

      “He may not have.”

      Ty squeezed his eyes shut for a moment. He had a feeling about what was going to happen, he wasn’t sure if she would permit him to do what he wanted.

      “I would go with you. At least, if you would permit it.”

      “You have had a tendency to get yourself involved in things that would otherwise not have been possible were you not somehow connected to all of this. Whether that’s the connection you have to them, or whether it is simply because of your family, I don’t know, and I don’t know if I care. At this point, all I want to do is ensure the kingdom is protected, and I suspect you want the same.”

      Ty looked over to Gayal. She was petite, but there was a sense of danger to her that he had felt since he had met her that first time in Zarinth. Now he still saw her as dangerous, but there was something else as well, an aspect to her that he felt as if he should understand.

      “What if I don’t want the same? At least, I don’t want the same for the kingdom.”

      “Then why would you go?”

      “The dragons,” he said. “Well, that and my brother. I’m still frustrated with him for hiding all of this from me.”

      “That’s not a good reason to get involved, Tydornen.”

      “Then what is your reason to get involved?”

      She watched him for a long moment, finally shaking her head. “I told you that I was young what I came to learn about my connection to the dragon. It latched onto me, connecting to me, and when they discovered what I was—”

      “They being the Tecal, or someone else?”

      “The Tecal. They were able to find my connection. Had I not been there when you formed yours, others would have learned. Dragons put off a distinct signature, especially to other dragons.”

      “And Dorian wants me to control it. The same way that you want me to control it, but I don’t know that it is meant to be controlled. I don’t know if there is a control. Why don’t you just work with dragons?”

      “Control is necessary so that all involved are safe, Tydornen. If you don’t have your own control, you won’t to know what is necessary to help the dragon.”

      “Which is why you threatened to take it away from me.”

      “Only because the same threat had been made to me.”

      Gayal looked over, smiling and shaking her head. “It is an empty threat. He cannot force the dragons”—she lowered her voice as she said the word dragons—“to do anything they would choose not to do.”

      “What about the dragons that he has taken from others?”

      “He told you that as well?” She chuckled. “Unfortunately, or perhaps fortunately, such a thing is not possible. Now, there are those who have connected to dragons who can’t maintain that connection and don’t want to, either. In those cases, another must be found who is willing to have that connection.”

      “Not just willing,” he said.

      “Not just willing. They must be able to. It takes a certain strength of will to hold onto that connection, to forge a bond with the dragons. Certain people have a readiness, and…” Gayal pressed her mouth together in a tight frown, as if struggling to come up with a way of describing it. “It takes more than what most understand.”

      “You’re saying Dorian appreciates the dragons far more than he lets on because he’s helped them. And he went after the dragons that the false Order of the Flame took…”

      “Because he fears for them,” she said softly.

      “Why wouldn’t he have told me that?”

      “Because that’s how he teaches,” she said. “He’s accustomed to working with children. When he finds somebody a little older—which, admittedly, is rare—he doesn’t know how to work, but I thought that he might be the best to help draw that connection out of you.” She smiled sadly. “He is one of the greatest of our kind the kingdom has ever known, and he has suffered much. This isn’t the first time someone like Roson James—someone working on behalf of Lothinal—has targeted the kingdom’s dragons. And I fear, unless we stop them, it won’t be the last.”

      “It’s more than just targeting the dragons, though,” Ty said, frowning. “Somehow, whatever Albion collected has something to do with it.”

      And it had something to do with Roson James and whatever he had been after. They needed to find the dragons. They needed to find Albion. And they needed to find whatever Albion had stolen.

      What was more, Ty suspected they didn’t have too much time in order to do so.

      As he looked over at Gayal, he noticed the way she clenched her jaw and the slight fluttering of her shadow dragon cloak.

      She felt the same way.
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      As they returned to the tavern, Ty realized he was tired. Gayal remained silent. She walked alongside him, her dark cloak fluttering every so often, though with not nearly as much activity as it had when she had first joined him. She wore a look of concern on her face, from the way the lines etched in the corners of her eyes to the occasional tension in her jaw. He recognized that something troubled her, and it had to do with the missing dragons, and what they would have to do in order to find them.

      Ty traced his hand over his dragon-bone dagger, hoping that it might provide him with a moment of reassurance, but unfortunately it did not. “When do you intend to leave?”

      “We cannot wait too long.”

      Ty was ready. “I suppose I should let Bingham know that I was leaving. He apparently thinks he needs to protect me.”

      She looked over to him. “Is that what he told you?”

      “He admitted that he was trying to protect me, but he hasn’t told me much more than that.”

      “That is surprising.”

      “Why?”

      “Only that I’ve been able to determine that Bingham had a more prominent role in the city previously. He was known as someone else then.”

      “Jarson. At least that’s one name.” He watched Gayal, waiting for confirmation that there might be another name that Bingham had gone by, but she didn’t show any sign of it. “I know he’s still hiding something, but then again so am I. And maybe I should share with him my truth.”

      “Some deceptions are necessary. At least until you understand the dragon.”

      Ty shrugged. He tried to feel for the smoke dragon, but his energy wasn’t active deep within him, though he thought that he could feel a bit of it. “I don’t know. Will it take that long for me to gain an understanding and ability to use this connection?”

      Gayal smiled at him. “That depends upon you, Ty.”

      “It depends upon the smoke dragon,” he said softly.

      He felt for the item Zara had given him to find his brother, but wondered if that would be enough. The Dragon Thief. That thought kept coming to him. If they knew what the Dragon Thief was after, they might be able to find answers, but until then he wasn’t sure that chasing him was the right strategy.

      “You will gain a connection to that dragon,” Gayal said, looking along the street. She started to reach for him as if he wanted to take his arm before thinking better of it and withdrawing her hand. The cloak fluttered just a little bit. It reminded him of when he had first seen her in Zarinth and the way that the cloak had moved. At the time, he had thought it was strange how the wind had caught her cloak and had no idea she was concealing a dragon beneath it or within it. And even that wasn’t entirely true. He still had no idea if it was so much that she concealed the dragon or if the cloak was the dragon.

      When it came to the smoke dragon, it felt like that power was within him, as if the dragon stayed inside him. Maybe the same thing could be said about the shadow dragon. What about the dragons that Dorian had? Wind and light certainly could be contained within him, but what about stone?

      There was a part of him that wished he might be able to do something similar to the way that Gayal controlled the shadow dragon, using that energy so he could have the smoke dragon form some sort of a cloak.

      “Dorian was looking into the Dragon Touched to see how many might still be influenced by Roson.”

      “It’s possible,” she said. “Until we expunge his influence, we have to rely upon the Tecal.”

      “And how many are there?”

      “Less than twenty,” she said, her voice a whisper.

      Ty blinked. He couldn’t hide his surprise. He hadn’t spent much time questioning how many Tecal there might be, but given that all of them were connected to dragons, it made sense that they would be limited in numbers. There were so few dragons the way that it was. “Less than twenty? Why are there so few?”

      “The dragon gift is rare. As you’ve seen. It’s not only the connection to the dragon itself, but it’s also having an opportunity to connect to a dragon and bond to it. That does not happen very frequently.”

      Ty had known so little about the Tecal. No one did. Dragon Touched were relatively common throughout the kingdom. Ty had always been surrounded by Dragon Touched within Zarinth, to the point where he had known about their powers, and how they drew upon the trapped energy of the dragon remnants. Tecal were something else.

      He remembered the very first time he had seen her. He had known there was something different about her from the strangeness to the way that she looked at him, to the cloak that seemed like it moved on its own, to the way that she put herself against Roson James.

      “Are all of the Tecal like you?”

      She frowned at him. “Like me how?”

      “Faithful to the Flame.” Ty thought about what his brother had said to him and this Manifestation of the Flame. Could that be the reason Gayal had pursued Roson the way she had, and the reason that she had been willing to use Albion?

      “Some are, but mostly because we are connected to the Flame in ways that others are not. Even the Dragon Touched are not connected to the Flame as we are. They can feel its influence, but they can’t know it as we do. They can’t feel it as we do, knowing the dragons as we do.” She looked over to him. “You will understand.”

      He wasn’t so sure.

      His brother had been faithful to the Flame, but Ty had never had that interest. Did his lack of desire to have that connection to the Flame mean that he was forever destined to fail reaching the dragon?

      They hurried onward, and when they reached the tavern he recognized that something was off. The building itself was intact. The street-facing side of it didn’t look any different than it had before, but there was something that gave him a strange sensation.

      “What is it?” Gayal asked.

      Ty shook his head. “I don’t know. It just feels like…”

      He reached for the dragon-bone dagger, unsheathing it and starting forward carefully, looking at the door as he did.

      As he started to open the door, Gayal stepped into the doorway in his stead, letting the shadows start to swirl away from her. It happened gradually, but it slipped along the cobblestones, around the door, and then through it.

      She stood there for a moment, the cloak having disappeared.

      “How do you use the dragon like that?” he whispered.

      “You will learn how to do so in time.”

      “Is it the dragon itself, or the dragon’s power?”

      The cloak fluttered around Gayal for a moment before falling still again. “It is a little bit of both. The dragon needs the host in order to survive.”

      “The host?”

      Her cloak moved again. “These dragons are unique, Ty. They are like the dragons the king hatched. Whereas those dragons could live independently—however much smaller and stunted they are compared to the ancient dragons—those that we are connected to need a host. We provide something for them.”

      “Which is why we have to work with the dragon.”

      “You have to work with the dragon, and you have to coax the dragon into working with you. It has to be a relationship for the both of you. It cannot be one-sided.”

      Maybe that was his problem. Ty was trying to let the dragon decide, but in this case, it couldn’t be that way. It had to serve both of them.

      He focused on that burning, hoping that he could feel something, wanting to ask the dragon how they could work together, but there came no answer.

      They stepped inside.

      “The tavern is empty,” Gayal said.

      She stepped forward into the tavern, and Ty gripped the dragon-bone dagger as he followed her.

      It would be so much easier if he could use the smoke dragon the way that she used the shadow dragon, but for now he had to resort to traditional weapons, especially if he didn’t have any other way of fighting.

      It was late in the day, a time when the tavern should have activity. The tables were toppled, resting on their sides, and chairs had tipped over. He stepped over broken glass—mugs of ale that had been shattered as they fell to the ground. Some parts of the ground were damp and others were stained, deep red or in one section a little bit of brown. He didn’t want to know what that represented.

      Rather than arguing, Ty headed through the tavern, pausing at one section where he looked at the ground, noticing a mixture of blood and ale and something else. There had been a fight here, and as he looked around he tried to understand what was here and what had happened, but he couldn’t make any sense of it.

      “I’m going to gather what I need,” he said to her.

      Gayal nodded.

      He headed up the stairs, moving carefully, slowly, and worry filling him. They already had the dauvern. What more did they need?

      When he reached the top of the stairs, he paused.

      The doors on the second level were all closed. He headed along the hallway, reaching the door for his room, and he pulled out his key and unlocked it. When he pushed open the door, he felt concerned that he might find the room in a complete shambles, but everything was untouched.

      It was the way he had left it. And there was nothing else here that he needed.

      As he looked around the room, he realized he hadn’t needed to return. He didn’t know why he had thought that he might. Now that he was here standing in front of the bed, the small table, and the wardrobe, he realized all he needed was clothing. He gathered a quick pack, slipping everything together, and sorted through his belongings for another moment before heading back down into the main part of the tavern.

      He found Gayal searching around the inside of the tavern, looking over everything. A deep furrow formed on her brow as he did.

      “What is it?”

      “Dorian was here,” he said.

      “I thought you said he left the city.”

      Gayal nodded. “That was the message I received, and that I believed, but perhaps he stopped here before he did.” She straightened up, looking around the inside of the tavern, and the shadows continued to swirl, moving with her. “I’m not entirely sure what is here.”

      Ty didn’t know why Dorian would’ve made it here. Could he have come looking for Ty?

      It was odd that Esme’s tavern would fall so quickly. She was tough. There had to be occasional fights in the tavern, so whatever had tossed the tavern had been more than what she typically would’ve dealt with.

      “We should look for Esme. She might know what happened.”

      Gayal followed him to the door along the back wall.

      He poked his head in the kitchen and found it in the same disarray as the common area of the tavern. Pots were strewn about. Food dumped on the ground. Knives and pans and plates all left in heaps.

      The fighting had come back here.

      He saw no sign of bleeding. No sign of anything that would suggest that anybody had been hurt here. But why would they have attacked inside the tavern like this?

      He stepped back out and frowned. “They were after something,” he whispered.

      “You said they already have the dauvern.”

      “They do, but…” He squeezed his eyes shut, frowning. “They have the dauvern. They have the king’s dragons. And…” His frown deepened. “There has to be something else. They have to have been looking for something more.” He didn’t really know. “I need to find Bingham and Esme to make sure they are safe.”

      Ty darted back up the stairs and down the hall. He should have checked Bingham’s room when he’d been up here before, but he had been distracted by what had taken place in the tavern itself and hadn’t been thinking clearly.

      Then he stopped at the end of the hall.

      It was a simple room, and though the door was closed and locked Ty slipped out his lock pick set and hurriedly opened it. It was an easy lock to pick, especially with the lessons that Bingham had given him. He probably hadn’t expected Ty to be picking the lock to his room, but it served its purpose.

      Bingham’s room was very different than his. For one, it was larger. He had a double wide bed that had a large canopy over it with a bit of lace. He smirked at that. He could only imagine Bingham requesting that Esme provide him with a nice room, though if they had rekindled things, maybe Esme had given him the nicer room so that they could share it.

      A dresser ran along one wall, an ornately carved mirror hanging behind it. Images of dragons were worked into the wood frame, though all of them looked like traditional dragons, nothing like the dragons that he had started to connect to, and certainly not like the dragons that he had seen in the king’s Hatchery.

      He had a wardrobe angled in one corner, and Ty pulled it open to see only a few pieces of clothing there. Otherwise, the room was simple—and fairly empty. Surprisingly, Bingham had a stack of books on a table, and Ty thumbed through them. There wasn’t anything to those books that would help him understand what Bingham might have been looking into, and then Ty stepped back out the hall, closing the door behind him.

      When he rejoined Gayal, he shook his head. “Bingham didn’t have anything in his room, either.”

      “Did you expect him to?”

      “I didn’t really know. I thought…” He shook his head. “I guess it doesn’t matter what I thought. Bingham came to the city for a reason, and I thought maybe he came because he was concerned about me, but maybe he had come because it was all about Esme.”

      “How will we follow them?”

      “I have to hope that Dorian will send word, and we can follow him.”

      “What about the dragons?” He grimaced and found Gayal watching him. “You said that Tecal can use the dragons to find somebody else connected to them. Wouldn’t the king’s dragons have something similar? Wouldn’t they be connected in some matter like that?”

      “It is possible.”

      “I am not able to connect to my dragon, but your shadow dragon might be able to detect something, wouldn’t it?”

      Then again, it would be difficult to follow quickly.

      When he mentioned that to her, she smiled tightly.

      “There are other ways we can travel quickly,” she said.

      “How is that?”

      “With the dragons.”

      He started to smile, but Gayal didn’t respond.

      Instead, she guided him outside the city to a small rise that overlooked the massive capital set within the Dragon’s Jaw, and then she held out her hands. The dragon fluttered for a moment, but only a moment. When it eased, the dark shape slipped around Gayal. A shadowy winged dragon had taken shape.

      She held out a hand to him. “Come with me.”

      Ty looked back at the capital.

      It felt like he had only been here a short while, time where he had still searched for answers, time spent trying to understand what had been going on and trying to understand his connection to the smoke dragon, but also time where he had not come up with those answers.

      And yet, he felt a little bit closer to understanding that power now.

      How could he not when he could still feel the fluttering of the shadow dragon around him, the occasional stirring of the smoke dragon buried deep within him, and a hint of energy that suggested that the combination wanted him to reach it, wanting him to understand it?

      His time in the city and around Bingham and his brother had made him question more about his past than he had before. Perhaps it was long overdue. Maybe he should have been questioning his mother and her connection to the dragon relics long before he had, and yet he had not. There were secrets that he needed answers to.

      There was something else for him now. Not only to understand this dragon, stop Roson, but to learn the truth of his family.

      He took Gayal’s hand.

      When he did, the shadows swept around them. And then there was a strange drawing. It came like a burst of power, a sense of movement, something that he had never imagined before.

      They glided forward.

      Ty had no other way to describe it, only that they were sliding along the ground, power carrying them forward, an energy that he couldn’t quite explain in any other way. It was powerful, amazing, and unlike anything that he had ever experienced.

      He looked over at Gayal and found her holding her gaze straight ahead, staring into the distance, a tension around her.

      Ty was afraid of interfering with what she might be working on but wondered if he could learn to do what she was doing. Could he truly learn to be one of the Tecal?

      And if he could, was that what he wanted?

      Or was it all about finding his parents?

      Maybe it didn’t have to be about one or the other.

      If he could travel with the dragon, how much more could he do?
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      They stopped for the evening with a view of haze rising in the distance. The sun tilted far forward in the sky, heading toward the horizon, though not quite reaching it. Ty could feel energy around him, almost as if he could feel something coming, some sense of power that was pressing toward him, though he had no idea what to make of it.

      They hadn’t seen anything, wrapped as they were in the shadows of Gayal’s dragon. He began to wonder if he would feel anything. It was almost as if there was some concealment here, something unlike anything that he had ever experienced, wrapping around him, holding on to him. Ty tried peering through the shadows, gauging what might be around them, but every attempt he made to see beyond that darkness failed. He didn’t suspect that Gayal tried to obscure anything from him, just that the nature of how the dragon carried them prevented him from seeing.

      A strangely twisted tree rested near the road. It had thorny branches, cracked bark, and very thick, almost waxy leaves. A single flower, completely white, grew on one of the upper branches.

      “Why here?” Ty asked.

      “We need to rest.” The shadow dragon reformed the cloak around her, and Gayal paused for a moment, taking a deep breath and settling down on the road. “Or I should say that the dragon needed to take a rest.” She smiled, shrugging. “I suppose it’s the same.”

      “The dragon can’t carry you like that indefinitely?”

      She pulled a strip of meat from her satchel. “The dragon can carry me for incredible distances. It’s how I tried to find Roson James when I tracked him through the kingdom, but unfortunately the dragon also grows tired. It would be different for the ancient dragons.”

      “I don’t know that anybody knows anything about those ancient dragons. But I have a hard time thinking that they grew tired.”

      “We have a hard time thinking about anything that sits outside of our experience.”

      She took a deep breath while biting into the dried meat and then offered a strip to Ty.

      He wasn’t terribly hungry, though he suspected he should eat. If he didn’t, he figured that he might end up hungry when he needed to be ready to react.

      He settled down on the ground next to her and took the meat from her. It was tough and strangely textured, but the flavor was good. “I’ve never had anything like it before.”

      “It’s from the mountains of Pellu. They have the creatures they hunt. I was there when I chased Roson James. There is snow on the mountaintops, and it is quite lovely.”

      He looked off to the west toward the unseen. “I can’t even imagine what that might be like.”

      “Mountains? You grew up in Zarinth with Ishantil—”

      “Not the mountains. The snow on top of them.” He smiled, shrugging. “I’ve heard the stories.”

      “They are more than stories,” she said. “The people there are simple. They live simple lives. They want nothing more than to be left alone, to hunt, to enjoy the mountain vistas, and yet…” She shook her head. “Unfortunately, the people in places like that are increasingly bothered by pressure from outside. The king tries to protect them as much as he can, but there’s only so much that he can offer. It’s difficult for the king to get access to those mountain villages, which puts them in danger.”

      “Pellu is beyond the borders of the kingdom,” he said.

      She nodded. “It is, but that doesn’t mean he wouldn’t offer it protection.” She took a deep breath. “The dragon will recover quickly, and then we can keep going. I fear waiting too long.”

      “Where are we?” Ty asked, looking around. He had a vague sense of where they had traveled, though he didn’t know with any certainty. “There is something here.”

      “What is it that you feel?”

      “I don’t really know. Just that…” He squeezed his eyes shut and tried to feel for the power that had to be around him. Maybe it was dragon power, but maybe it was something else.

      He breathed in and out slowly and gazed in the distance, trying to call upon the power of the dragons in order to know what was out there, but even as he did he didn’t detect anything more than what he already had.

      “Maybe it’s nothing more than the smoke dragon I’m feeling.”

      “Maybe,” she said, smiling tightly.

      “What is it?”

      “If you’re detecting something, I don’t want you to dismiss it.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because there might be something to it.” Gayal shifted, twisting, and looked up at the sky. “We’ve been traveling for the last few hours, and if we were going by horseback, a journey of this distance would have taken us three days.”

      His eyes widened. “Which direction were we traveling?”

      “South.”

      “South means the steam swamp.”

      She nodded. “Very good.”

      “You’re going to try to get there before Dorian?”

      “They won’t be able to travel the same way that we can. Even the actual Order of the Flame has limits. They might know how to use the dauvern and can track the dragons with it, but they won’t be able to use that power to travel this fast. So regardless of the head start they might’ve had, it won’t matter.”

      “If you get to them—”

      “Then we have to understand how to stop them.” She nodded to him. “I think it’s time for us to focus on trying to gather your control, mostly so that you can master a way of protecting yourself. You need to use your connection to the dragon.” She looked at him, and she smiled. “What I would ask is for you to keep working on it. Keep testing. If you can find a way to reach for that power, and if you can use that power, then you should be able to summon it in a way that will help protect you.”

      He sat next to her for a moment, arms wrapped around his legs, feeling for the energy of the dragon buried within him. “You want me to learn how to reach that power,” he said.

      She looked over at him and nodded slowly. “You’re going to need to have control over it in order to do anything with it.”

      “What if I can’t get that control?”

      Gayal smiled slightly and tipped her head to the side, frowning. “I’m afraid that’s not an option.”

      “I don’t have any choice but to gain control over it?”

      “It’s necessary, Ty. You need to gain control, and you need to be able to hold onto it so that you can fully master everything that you can do.”

      Ty focused on the burning in his belly. “I can feel the connection, but I can’t get the dragon to do anything. It’s there with me, but it’s using the dragon I’ve failed at.”

      “It’s because the dragon needs something from you. You’re a part of it, much like it will become a part of you. Once you master that connection, you will come to understand that is the key.”

      “And what if I can’t master it?”

      “Eventually, you will gain control, but the challenge is whether or not you will do so in the time necessary to fully understand how to use that power. I’m afraid that given the threat of the imposter Order of the Flame, you don’t have the time that you want, nor do you have the time that you need.”

      He closed his eyes and thought for a moment, focusing on the power within him. That energy of the smoke was there, and it was real. It was just a matter of finding it, as it was deep within him. He tried to hold onto that connection, trying to find some piece of that power that might provide him with an answer.

      “I can’t find anything,” he said at last. “The dragon only seems to react when I’m under duress. When I’m threatened.” Even that wasn’t entirely true. The dragon hadn’t offered his protection all the time, only a little bit of the time. Not enough to be able to depend on it, and certainly not enough to have any real control over it. “What is it you do to gain control over your dragon?”

      “My connection to the dragon came a long time ago,” Gayal said. “I told you I was young. It came differently than yours did. I didn’t even know that I had connected to the dragon, only that there was something there, some sort of power that bridged within me.” She closed her eyes, turning her head away from him, and he had a feeling that she was either looking away from him or she was lost in thought. “I didn’t know what it was. For a long time, I didn’t. I simply thought that there was something off with me.”

      “Why would you have thought that?”

      “Simply because I didn’t understand.” She took a deep breath, letting it out, and the dark shadows swirled around her for a moment. “There was a time when I believed I would be able to use the shadows in order to hide myself. I didn’t want anyone to know what I could do, and I feared what it meant for me. I thought I was the only one in my homeland to have this kind of connection. It was difficult for me to be there, difficult for me to have that connection, and difficult for me to know just what I was supposed to do with it.” She shrugged and went on.

      “Even now, I have times when I’m not entirely sure what I am supposed to do with this connection. I’m serving the king, but what happens when I’m gone?” The dragon floated around her, moving for a moment before settling again. “Dragons live longer than humans. Dorian tells me not to worry, though I still do. I still question what will happen to the dragon once I’m dead.”

      Ty hadn’t given any thought to that, though at the same time, he hadn’t known that he had any real connection to dragons before. “What if the dragon decides it can’t work with me?”

      “I don’t think that will be the case. Eventually, the dragon will find a way to work with you, though it may be a bit different than what you would prefer.” Gayal smiled at him. “And eventually, I suspect you and the dragon will come to terms with what that power means for you and how you use it. My fear is that it won’t happen nearly as quickly as what we need. You and the dragon need to connect to each other. It’s a shared connection, a shared sort of power, and when the two of you can work together, that is when you are more powerful. One does not serve the other, regardless of what Dorian may have told you.”

      “And so if I can convince the dragon to work with me?”

      She chuckled. “Again, it’s not so much a matter of convincing the dragon to work with you as it is a matter of trying to find the connection that the two of you share so that the dragon gets what it needs and you get what you need.”

      He sat in place, eyes closed, focusing on that strange sort of energy. There was something there, he was certain of it, only he had no idea what it was or how to reach for it. If he could find it, then he wouldn’t have to worry about what would happen with this dragon. He wouldn’t have to worry about how the power worked. He wouldn’t have to worry about whether or not he would be enough for the dragon.

      Ty continued to focus.

      It was the fluttering within him. It was that energy that he knew existed, a sort of energy that was there that told him the dragon tried to reach out to him, to connect to him, and he had felt it.

      Only, he couldn’t move past the idea that the dragon had let him down.

      That was the part that troubled him the most. If the dragon would react to him and provide him with some information as to why it hadn’t helped him when he’d been attacked by the false Order of the Flame, then maybe he could move beyond that, but for now he struggled knowing that the dragon hadn’t been willing to help.

      He lost track of how long he sat there, focusing on that energy, trying to come up with an answer as to how to connect to the dragon. After a while, he opened his eyes, looking over at Gayal.

      The shadows swirled around her, obscuring everything but her face. Even that looked to be cast a little bit in the darkness and the shadows.

      “Do we need to worry about the Order and Dorian, and even Albion—if he’s going in the same direction—outrunning us?”

      “They may stay ahead of us, but we will follow the dragons.”

      If Dorian had gone after them, and knowing the connection that he had to the dragons, he suspected she was right. They wouldn’t have to worry.

      What about his brother?

      Zara had given him the strange dragon relic that would supposedly offer him the ability to track his brother, though as he felt for it, he didn’t detect anything within the relic.

      It should vibrate, only it didn’t.

      He finished the meat that Gayal had given him, and after a while he got to his feet and headed over to look at the tree. It was strange and unusual, twisted, much like the dragons that he connected to. Much like the dragons within the kingdom.

      It was strange.

      He turned to Gayal. “Why are the kingdom’s dragons so different?”

      She opened her eyes, looking over to him. “As far as I know, the king has searched for those answers for many years. It has been difficult for him to understand. It doesn’t make sense that we would not be able to find dragons like those of old. It makes little sense that there are only these stunted dragons, but unfortunately this is all we have found. There is something missing. Some aspect. Perhaps even some part of the Flame.”

      Ty frowned. “What do you mean some aspect of the Flame?”

      “The priests believe that there is one destined to understand the Flame in ways that others do not. A connection. Perhaps it is tied to this.”

      “The Manifestation of the Flame,” Ty said softly.

      Gayal looked over to him, frowning. “You know of it.”

      “My brother has mentioned it. You think this is what’s needed for the dragons to return?”

      “I’m just saying what some have speculated,” she said.

      “And then there are others who think that we simply haven’t found the right connection to the dragons and haven’t found any way to help them hatch the way that they need.” She shrugged. “Not all dragons are like that, though. Some are more traditional.”

      “Not that we’ve seen,” he said.

      “Not that we’ve seen, though we have evidence of them, don’t we? There have been plenty of dragons depicted in the ancient relics that show us that the people who came before us had access to dragons that are more like that. If we could better understand it, and if we could better understand those dragons, we might know what we are missing.”

      “The king has scholars studying that,” Ty said.

      Gayal nodded. “He does. And none have uncovered anything, which is why the Hatchery has not attempted to hatch any additional eggs.”

      “That’s the only reason?” Ty asked, arching a brow at her. He touched the bark of the tree and found that it was strangely warm. It felt something like the dragon bone, as if the tree had been carved out of dragon bone, burned, and left behind.

      “We don’t know.”

      “And by we, you mean the Tecal.”

      She nodded. “The dragons we find are incidental, different than those that the kingdom would hatch. The dragons we have are unique in their own sort of way, and none are like the ones that the king has within his Hatchery.”

      “And you haven’t given much thought to why that would be, in order to better understand the dragons. Don’t you want to know them?”

      “Of course we want to know them. The difference is that those dragons are not the kind of dragons we have. Those dragons are not the kind of dragons that we can connect to. They won’t provide us with any sort of useful powers.”

      “Useful?” It seemed an odd way to describe the connection to the dragons. Why would they describe it as something useful or not useful?

      “Those dragons have not been able to bond to any of the Tecal, Ty. Because of that, there is nothing useful to them, at least not for us.”

      “The Dragon Touched can use them, though.”

      “No,” Gayal said. “The Dragon Touched use the remnants, nothing more than that. They don’t have access to that kind of power, and until those dragons can be accessed, and until that power can be harnessed, they aren’t able to assist the king.”

      He stared at the tree, troubled thoughts filling him. There was something more to it that he didn’t fully understand, though perhaps he wasn’t meant to.

      Maybe he shouldn’t worry. Gayal seemed to have a good handle on what was taking place, though now that he was better connected and started to feel as if he had something that he needed from them—and that they needed from him—he wondered whether or not he should be more concerned.

      She got to her feet, holding out her arm, waiting for him.

      The shadows swirled around her and then wrapped around him, enveloping them. For a moment, he worried about those shadows and how they might pull upon him, but then they looped all the way around him and moved, shifting the same way as they had shifted before. There was a strange energy to it, no different than it had been when they had done it the last time, the odd shifting quality of the way that they traveled carrying him up and then farther from here.

      As they were moving, he felt something strange. He wasn’t sure what it was, only that he was aware of it. It felt as if some part deep inside of him were guiding them.

      He found Gayal watching him.

      “It’s the dragon,” he said softly.

      “It is. Your dragon has guided us.”

      Gayal looked at him. In this form, traveling as they did, the effect was odd. It was almost as if she were looking at him through shadows that swept around her face, making her features difficult to fully make out, but at the same time he could feel something was off. That was what bothered him.

      “They aren’t in the south.”

      They stopped moving.

      The shadows swirled away and great plumes of smoke and fog drifted onto the horizon. They hadn’t been traveling very long. He’d never been this far south. Gayal would keep him safe navigating through the steam swamp, but Ty had a feeling that even if she didn’t do so entirely, he could use the connection to his dragon in order to guide them.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “I…” He shook his head. “I’m not entirely sure. I can feel something…” Ty shook his head again. “I don’t know what it is. All I know is I feel it.”

      And feeling it left him worried that there was something he had overlooked.

      He turned out toward the steam swamp.

      “Do they always look like this?”

      “Not always,” Gayal said. “The last time I was here, they were clearer. You would get plumes of steam, and then they would erupt, geysers of hot water and steam and occasionally ash, as if it were a volcano erupting.”

      “This just looks like a fog that hovers over it.”

      Gayal frowned. “It does. And something isn’t quite right.”

      She started away from him, and somehow the shadows swept around her feet, almost as if providing a buffer underneath her.

      Ty looked down to see that she was standing on a roadway of hard-packed earth, but he worried that if he were to take a step in either direction he would get too close to one of the steam swamp’s vents. The air stunk, a strange odor that he had never experienced. In the upper reaches of Ishantil, near the lava lake, there was a distinct sulfuric smell to the air there, but this was something else.

      He followed Gayal a few steps before he couldn’t go any farther.

      The road simply ended.

      “I can’t go after you,” he said.

      “Wait there,” she said without looking back.

      Gayal drifted farther from him, going deeper into the steam swamp, until both the steam and the shadow surrounding him prevented him from seeing anything more.

      Ty waited.

      While he did, he tried to understand what had troubled him. He had felt something while they were traveling. Maybe it was the smoke dragon. Could the smoke dragon have some way of connecting to him and sharing with him what it detected?

      Probably, but it involved the dragon having a willingness to share, and he didn’t have the feeling from the dragon that it did. Whatever he had detected was something else. Ty closed his eyes, focusing on the smoke dragon.

      There was a fluttering, little more than that, but then nothing. It was almost as if the dragon didn’t want him to know that he was there—or he was afraid.

      That was possible. Given what they had gone through already, and what they were doing now, maybe the dragon feared facing the fake Order of the Flame.

      Why would it, though? Did the dragon think that the fake Order of the Flame would be able to extinguish its power?

      They had the dauvern, so that was certainly a possibility, and given that they had already captured the other dragons, maybe that was what had happened. The fog parted and Gayal came back, carrying something long, slender, and blackened.

      “What is that? A branch?”

      Her eyes were drawn and there was a haunted look buried within them. “Not a branch,” she said.

      She offered it to him, and Ty took it. It was hot, almost unpleasantly so, though not so hot that he couldn’t hold onto it. He felt along its length, and it reminded him a little bit of the shadow orb that the fake Order of the Flame had used, as if there was a layer of something slick over the surface of…

      “Dragon bone,” he whispered.

      “I think so.”

      “You found it?”

      “When you said it didn’t look right, I wasn’t sure what to make of it. But you’re right. I hadn’t thought enough about it, though I should have. This place has been different in the past.” She looked around for a moment before turning her gaze back to him. “When I was here before, there had been the smoke, but nothing quite like this.” She frowned. “And certainly not anything that spread around like this.” She shook her head, sweeping a hand around her. “And then I found this. There were others like it, all spread around in a small location. It is the remains of a dragon,” she said softly.

      He frowned at her. “Dragon?” He held onto the bone, testing the size, and his breath caught. It was small—much smaller than the dragon bones he’d seen before, and more similar in size to—

      “They wouldn’t have sacrificed one of those dragons,” he said, his voice dropping to a whisper.

      “I fear they did.”

      Ty looked up, gazing out over the steam field. “For what reason? What did they think they were doing?”

      Gayal stared at the dragon bone, rolling it in her hand.

      Why?

      “I don’t know. And that worries me.” She frowned. “I don’t think they’re here any longer, either.”

      “That was what I was trying to tell you. I didn’t think that they were here, either, though I didn’t know where they had gone. I had felt that something had shifted, some aspect of energy had changed, and it seemed as if we were heading in the wrong direction.”

      Unless that wasn’t at all what he had felt. Maybe what he had felt was the change in the steam field, something that had suggested that the energy here was off, some power that would leave him troubled.

      He looked down at the bone. “If the false Order of the Flame was here, then we need to figure out where they’ve gone and keep them from harming any more of the dragons.”

      “We do,” she said softly.

      “Where would they have gone?”

      “I don’t know.” She clenched her jaw and the shadow cloak fluttered around her. “When I got word from Dorian, I knew generally which direction he was going, but I didn’t know how to find him, and now…”

      “We need to use this,” he said, reaching into his pocket and pulling out the item that Zara had given him.

      Only, when he did, he realized it was vibrating. That was what he had felt. It wasn’t anything in particular with the steam field or anything that had to do with his connection to the smoke dragon, and everything to do with the artifact that Zara had given him to help find his brother.

      Gayal frowned at it. “What is it?”

      “It’s changing.” He handed it to her “Maybe you can do something with this. I wasn’t able to. It is supposed to help me figure out where my brother has gone, but I can’t feel anything in it other than that there is some sort of energy within it that I need to find. If we can use this…” He had no idea how they were going to use it, no idea how it would even make a difference in finding his brother, only that there was something within it that he thought he should’ve been able to uncover. That was what Zara had expected out of him, but Ty didn’t know what it was or how he was going to be able to find him. The item that Zara had given him was vibrating, which left him thinking that Albion had to be close.

      Either that, or Albion had come through here.

      Gayal took the dragon-bone relic and closed her eyes. The shadows swirled out from her and dove toward the dragon bone before suddenly retreating. She frowned. “I feel it, but I don’t know what it is.” She offered it back to him. “I wonder if maybe you’re the only one who will be able to use it.”

      “Why would that be?”

      “I’m not exactly sure,” she said. “It would be unusual, especially with an item like that, for only one person to be able to access the power within it, but perhaps it has something to do with how it was keyed to you, such as it were. Which is an anomaly by itself. Where did you say you got this?”

      “I got it from my brother’s wife.”

      “Interesting.”

      Which meant there was something interesting about Zara, something more than what he had already heard, and something more that he needed to know about her.

      Ty held onto the device, running his hands along it and wishing he had some way of controlling the dragon magic and some way of pushing power into it to figure out how to reach his brother. If he could even push a little bit of power into the artifact, maybe he could discover more about what had happened to Albion, and not just that, but how to get to him.

      Nothing changed.

      He frowned to himself. Why would the dragon help with this but nothing else?

      It was enough to irritate him.

      Only, he knew that it shouldn’t. He knew that he shouldn’t be too angry and upset with the dragon. It was only doing what it needed, doing what it thought was necessary.

      Something was changing.

      Gayal wrapped the shadows around them, and the vibration in the item began to increase. He could feel something about it guiding them. It intensified. And he knew which direction to follow.

      He frowned to himself. “North?”

      North meant toward the capital, but it also might mean…

      He thought he knew where they were going.

      “Ishantil.”

      What would be there?

      There was enough going on in the city, enough that had caused strangeness that he had encountered, that he shouldn’t have been terribly surprised that his brother would return to Ishantil, but why now? What was it that would have brought Albion there in this case? What would compel his brother to go?

      The power of the Flame. That might be all that it was.

      Unless there was something else, though.

      Ty remembered the way that the smoke dragon had responded to him when Roson had attacked. There was something else there, though. There had been the swirling fiery face that he had seen in the lava. Maybe that was only his imagination, but what if there was something else there?

      She frowned at him. “Do you really think they would go there?”

      “They must have. Where did you say you followed them?”

      “Several places throughout the kingdom.”

      “Were they places that were connected to the Flame? Places like the steam slope, Ishantil, the fire fields?”

      Even without asking, Ty thought that he knew the answer.

      She nodded slowly.

      The Flame.

      Whatever was going on had to be tied to that, only what were they doing?
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      They settled outside the city of Zarinth, the shadows still swirling, though a little bit less than they had before. They stopped on a road, a familiar place for him, especially these days as he had been in and out of the city so often. He stared into the distance.

      It was dark, and the only light came from the scattered markers for the Flame burning atop the temple deep inside Zarinth, and the faint glow almost impossibly far behind them coming off Ishantil itself.

      “I never get tired of seeing that,” Gayal said, looking toward the mountain.

      “I didn’t realize you liked it so much.”

      “I have always found it to be intriguing.”

      He smiled at her. “Intriguing?” A bit of wind gusted, though it was warm and carried with it the smells of Zarinth, a familiar odor that drifted to his nostrils, making him feel as if he were in a place where he had always belonged.

      It was strange feeling that way, especially since he had felt out of place within Zarinth when he had been here. It had always been a place where he had been somewhat welcomed, but at the same time it had been a place where he had felt isolated. Mostly that was self-inflicted. He hadn’t needed to be isolated, and there were those within the city who had wanted to tear him free from the isolation. There had been those who had wanted to help him. Not just those within the city like Bingham, despite how he hid the truth of that from Ty, or Eastley, but there were Maeve and Maggie, others who had wanted to help him.

      “Back to Zarinth to stop Roson James.”

      He had no idea what he had intended to do, only that he wanted to attack him for the dauvern. He had needed it. He hadn’t figured out why he had needed it as much as he claimed, especially given his obvious power. There shouldn’t have been any reason for him to have needed to take on that kind of item, nor should there have been a reason for him to have needed to draw upon the dragons, not if he had some actual way to reach the Flame on his own.

      “It’s not surprising that he would choose this place,” she said. “This is a place of the Flame much like the others. And whatever they intend must be tied to the Flame.”

      And now would be the chance for him to get his vengeance. That was what he was after. Find Roson James, and…

      He had to keep his eye on what they were doing. He couldn’t let that quest get the best of him.

      The shadows around Gayal stirred.

      Ty realized that energy was streaming away from her. He had seen it before, but now that he recognized it, he could see how she was pushing that energy away, the power flowing out from her, sweeping toward the city. It came across as tendrils of shadows, energy that streaked out from her before withdrawing, coming back to her.

      He had never seen anything like it before, certainly not with that much of an extension. When he had seen Dorian using something like that, it hadn’t been quite as pronounced or profound. There had been energy that he had used, sweeping out and away from him, but in this case the energy that she was using was different. It was powerful. She stared off into the distance, watching the city in front of her, and Ty followed the direction of her gaze, waiting.

      Strangely, the dragon-bone item that Zara had given him continued to vibrate.

      It had intensified the closer they had come to the city. Now that they were this close to Zarinth, he could feel that vibration rumbling through him. It was almost as if the vibration was meant to draw them forward, to force them along and into the city.

      “I can’t wait,” Ty said. He started forward and Gayal hurried after him, reaching for him, but he shook her off. “I can feel the energy from this,” he said, holding out the dragon-bone relic. “I don’t exactly know what it is or what it means, but I can tell that he is in the city.”

      “If he’s in the city, then you can wait for him.”

      “What if my brother needs my help?” He cocked a brow, looking at her. “What if he is there, waiting for me, and doesn’t even know that he needs my help?”

      “Your brother is the Dragon Thief,” she said.

      “That’s just it. He is the Dragon Thief, and I know that he can protect himself and that he doesn’t need for me to get there to help him, but…” How could he tell her that Albion was the last of the family he had? With his parents having disappeared, his brother was all he had left. He had to do whatever he could to help him.

      He couldn’t shake the feeling that he had to get there, that whatever energy was coming through the vibrating dragon bone suggested that Albion needed to be found.

      They headed into the city. Returning to Zarinth felt strange. Ty hadn’t been away from the city all that long, but it had been long enough to have changed. Not only had his understanding of his role within the kingdom changed, but his understanding of who he was and what he could do had changed. He might still be a thief at heart, but he didn’t identify as a thief anymore. Maybe that was a mistake. Maybe he still was a thief, and everything else was a lie, but Ty couldn’t help but feel as if he needed to do what he could in order to protect the dragons.

      The vibration of the dragon relic persisted as they entered the city.

      “What do you think we’ll find here?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” Gayal said. “The last time I was here, we couldn’t find you fast enough.”

      Ty looked at her. “I didn’t realize you were looking for me.”

      “We knew that you were after the dauvern, and that if you found it first you would pose a danger. We understood that Albion had sent you after something that was disconnected from his assignment.”

      Ty snorted. “He’s always been after his own purpose.”

      The Tecal had thought that they could use Albion, while Albion had intended to use them at the same time. At least Ty could respect his brother for that. Now they were back here, Ishantil, a place of the Flame. Tied to something.

      “Zarinth is close to Ishantil. It is close to the power of the Flame. And if we’ve learned anything, it’s that these others believe that the power of the Flame is impressive and incredible and need to be controlled by them.”

      “Why would they bring the dragons here?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “Perhaps they thought to strengthen the dragons and to use them to capture the power from it.”

      “And you think that’s what they were doing at the steam swamp?”

      “I don’t know,” she said.

      They weaved through the streets.

      Zarinth was a large city, though not quite as large as Carn. It didn’t have the shadows cast across it the same way from the Dragon’s Jaw, though the presence of Ishantil created its own shadow. There was an energy to that, an occasional trembling, but now there was none. The buildings on the outskirts of the city, farthest from Ishantil, were more like those of Carn, all built of wood, whereas those closer to the volcano were made of obsidian and other volcanic rock.

      The streets were dark, and it reminded him of when he had been a thief, wandering the same streets. At that time, it had felt very different to be in the city, making his way around the streets and knowing that he could move quietly and quickly and not fear repercussions.

      Now he could move for a different reason. He still didn’t fear the repercussions, having come with one of the king’s Tecal on behalf of the king. He didn’t think they had anything to worry about, but the same time maybe that was a mistake.

      Ty looked over to Gayal. He found that she was holding onto that length of bone they had found. There wouldn’t be anything she could use that bone for, which suggested to him that her reason for holding onto the bone was different. It was tied to some irritation. Or perhaps another emotion.

      “You’re not telling me something.”

      “Because I’ve seen something like this before. I was far to the west, near the lava flows of Pash when I came across it. It was chasing Roson James and found…” She squeezed her eyes shut for a moment and pulled something out of her pocket.

      It was another dragon bone, charred and burned much like the one that they had taken from the steam swamp. “It was the same. I didn’t know what it was, and then I lost the trail.” The irritation in her voice struck him, and he recognized just how much it irritated her—a Tecal—to have lost a trail of anything. “I returned to the capital, and when I did, that’s when I found what happened to Dorian, what happened to the city, and realized that the remains that I had detected must have been the remains of one of the king’s dragons.”

      “Why are you only telling me this now?”

      “Because it doesn’t matter. Until we find them, until we can stop them, we won’t know.”

      “If they are stopping in other places that are powerful with the Flame, what other places in the kingdom might there be?”

      “There are many places within the kingdom that are powerful with the Flame. I’m sure your brother has spoken of those.”

      He paused outside of the temple. Ty could feel the vibration of the item that Zara had given him. It reminded him of when he had been here last, how he had been chasing the dauvern on behalf of his brother. Now he was just chasing his brother.

      “I was never much of a religious person when I was in Zarinth.”

      Gayal watched him. “Do you think that the Flame cares?” She shook her head. “All that matters is that you follow what the Flame needs.”

      “That sounds like something my brother would say.”

      Gayal shrugged. “Did he tell you about when we met? He had potential to become one of the Dragon Touched, or he could have been had he not gone to join the priesthood.”

      “They call themselves the Order of the Flame. The real Order.”

      Gayal nodded. “They do, which is why it’s unfortunate that we keep referring to the men we are hunting as the Order of the Flame. The priests who celebrate the Flame are different. I’ve not met any that I feel don’t serve the Flame. They all feel that they are serving in the way that they need, that they all are offering themselves to the Flame, providing what the Flame needs, and none of them would try to misuse that power.”

      “Even if it might bring them more power?” He looked over at Gayal. “These men have taken the dragons. If they think that they can somehow tap into that dragon power more directly, then perhaps they would do exactly that.”

      She clenched her jaw. “It’s unfortunate. Most within the kingdom don’t view the priests as favorably as I do,” she said. “I think that comes from my upbringing. I have always known that the priests value the power and life of this place, and because of that I have never doubted there was a need to better understand them.” She glanced over at him. “The priests celebrate the power of the Flame, but it’s no different than the power I utilize or that you can learn to utilize.”

      “It’s different,” he said. “The power of the Flame that you talk about is so different than what I was raised to worship.”

      “How is it, though? The power that you were raised to worship would be the same power that connects us all. It is an energy that binds us, that bridges all of us, that gives life, and it provides a connection to more life. It gives us a connection to something real.”

      There was something about the way that Gayal spoke of the Flame that reminded Ty somewhat of what he had heard his mother telling him. He could almost remember her seated in front of the relics, talking about how they might come back.

      Gayal led them on, following the road around the courtyard and through the city.

      Lanterns glowed in some of the windows, illuminating them. Occasionally, shadows would drift across doorways, in front of the windows, before fading and disappearing. He wondered how much of that was her shadow dragon and how much of that was something else.

      How much easier would things have been for him had his parents remained?

      He had considered those questions before, but lately they had been lingering for him more than they had.

      They made a turn, heading toward Ishantil, when he noticed a hint of more shadows fluttering.

      He glanced over to Gayal, to the dragon cloak, but they were calm.

      Maybe it was because this was Zarinth, and he was familiar with the streets, and he knew that if he were to run, he would have someplace to go. Even back to his old home, or he could go back to Bingham’s old home, or even to Olivia—if he dared trust her—or any of the other people he had known when he’d lived here.

      “We’re being followed. Shadows,” he said softly.

      “Where?”

      “All around us.”

      They were moving toward them.

      As they did, some part of him fell into a comfort that he hadn’t had before. He recognized something buried within him, and for the first time he wondered if perhaps that was tied to the smoke dragon, and perhaps if there was some way for him to hold onto that, and maybe he could use that in order to better understand how to connect to him.

      As the shadows moved toward him, he looked over at Gayal, where her own shadows were swirling. He wasn’t alone. Not like he had been the last time he had faced the false Order of the Flame. Or the time before that. Now Ty didn’t have to be alone.

      But he hadn’t been then.

      The dragon had been with him.

      Maybe it hadn’t reacted the way that he wanted, but he had to move past that to find some sense of peace and calm and understanding about why he might not have responded to him. It wasn’t as if the dragon refused to help.

      It was just that time. That night when the shadows had come for him. That night when he had been wrapped in a different sort of shadow.

      He frowned.

      What if that was the reason?

      He’d been holding onto one of those strange items, the orb that had radiated the shadows, and maybe the dragon couldn’t react at that point. Maybe there was something about that power that worked against the dragons.

      He focused, feeling for the energy of the dragon, whispering softly to himself. “Is that it?”

      Gayal looked over at him. “Is what it?”

      The fluttering of heat in his belly came again, and it seemed as if the dragon was responding to him.

      It was comforting in a way. It was almost as if the dragon had always been there, as if the dragon had been a companion, keeping him company.

      One of warmth. Comfort. It was one where he felt as if he finally had some way of ensuring not only his safety, but also the dragon’s safety.

      That was what it was about.

      Companionship.

      The dragon had needed him, not only for whatever host he had to serve for it, but because it had been lonely. That had to be the reason that it drifted away when he was asleep, leaving him with dreams and memories of where he had gone, searching for others—and failing to find them.

      Ty would never have thought that he needed the dragon the same way, but perhaps he did. He also needed the companionship. He needed the comfort in the understanding and the knowledge that the dragon would react, and it would provide what he lacked.

      Heat flowed through him.

      He recognized that heat. It was the same heat he had felt when the dragon had healed him. When he had feared losing him.

      He breathed out, and a streamer of smoke went with it.

      “They’re almost here,” Gayal said.

      “I know. I’m ready.”

      She frowned at him and Ty took a deep breath, calling that smoke back into him, and then set his hands down at his sides. The smoke energy, the heat and warmth that flowed through him, worked all the way through his body.

      It covered him like a layer of power.

      He could feel it.

      “You must control it,” Gayal whispered.

      Ty couldn’t move. He wasn’t sure that there was anything for him to do if he were to move.

      “How?”

      “There are ways of using what you have summoned, but I’m not sure that control is the key for you at this point. What you must find is how to release it.” She nodded to him, and he looked over, noticing the way that she had her arms pressed up against her body. She brought them down, as if demonstrating the movement for him.

      Ty did the same.

      As the darkness neared, he brought his arms up, holding them there. It felt as if some layer of power pooled around him.

      “Now,” Gayal said.

      Ty brought his arms down.

      With a massive plume of smoke, power exploded from him.

      And then it was gone.
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      Ty stood in the middle the street, sweeping his gaze around him. He could still feel a bit of fluttering, but the power had dissipated. It was still there if he were to call upon it, though as he stood there a wave of weakness washed over him. The street was quiet, empty, but there was something here that he could feel. He wasn’t exactly sure what it was. The shadows that had been there had started to dissipate, leaving some of the lanterns glowing in the windows yet again.

      “Easy,” Gayal said, placing a hand on his shoulder. “You used quite a bit of energy just then.”

      Ty blinked, his eyes getting heavy.

      Gayal reached into her pouch, pulled out a strip of meat, and handed it to him. Ty chewed on it slowly, looking up at her, feeling his mind struggling to keep up with what had just happened.

      “I controlled something,” he said, “but I don’t know how I did it. Or what I did.”

      She chuckled. “You controlled your power. I could feel it. Couldn’t you?” She looked at him. The shadows swirled around her, that of her dragon, but even that wasn’t necessary for him to see.

      “I could feel it, but I didn’t feel any sense of control. I just felt like it was there.”

      “That is progress for you. Have you felt anything like that before?”

      She knew that he hadn’t.

      He took a step, felt the weakness wash through him, and glanced over at her, shaking his head. “I know that something isn’t quite right. I don’t know what it is, but I can feel that we need to keep moving.”

      The item that Zara had given him continued to vibrate in his hand, and the longer it did the more certain he was that they needed to reach the others.

      He looked along the street. The light around him was still there, still prominent from the streetlamps, along with the light glowing in the windows of the homes, but there was also something else. It was almost like the moonlight shimmered off a film hanging in the air.

      Not only the moonlight, but the power of the Flame burning on top of the temple. All of that radiated to him, and all of that provided a sense of energy and power that flowed.

      Ty looked over at Gayal and found her watching him. “We can’t wait here too long,” he said.

      “We can wait long enough for you to recover.”

      He shook his head. “I don’t need to recover. I just need to keep moving.” The item vibrated. “Where did they go?” he asked. There was no sign of the false Order of the Flame that he had struck with the power of the smoke dragon.

      “I don’t know. They are still out there, somewhere, but perhaps having felt your attack…”

      Maybe it would give them pause, which he suspected should make him happy, but at the same time, Ty worried. He wanted to use his power, and strangely now that he had used it once—intentionally—he wanted to know how to use it again, but he was tired.

      He followed Gayal while the vibration in the dragon bone persisted, shifting as they followed the street. He motioned for her to take a side street, one that would lead them to the edge of the city.

      Toward Ishantil.

      “Why am I so tired?”

      “It will pass. I told you the two of you are bonded. The dragon feeds on you, and you feed on the dragon. You pull on that power, the dragon pulls on you. It is all connected.”

      “I see,” he said, though he didn’t.

      He tried to focus, and as they passed one of the smaller, older temples, he watched it, looking for evidence of the Flame. That was where the false Order of the Flame had attacked him before, though now there was no sign of them or anything else that threatened him. Every place that he went to in the city was reminder of what he had been, where he had come from, almost as if the city itself were out to torment him about who he had been. Maybe it was best that he had left Zarinth.

      “How long will it last?” he asked.

      “It depends. Normally, when I use the energy, I do so in a controlled fashion because I have experience in doing so. With you, and with what you just did, I suspect there was no control and there wasn’t anything that you did other than unleash energy.”

      “The dragon could’ve controlled it,” he said.

      They continued forward, the vibration in the dragon bone guiding him. It seemed to him that Gayal had stopped trying to take the lead and now followed him, though as they neared the outskirts of the city, there was no reason for her to take the lead. This was where he knew how to move and maneuver. This was his home, after all.

      Or had been.

      Could Zarinth even be his home anymore?

      Now that he had used the power of the smoke dragon and had done so intentionally, he finally felt as if he deserved that energy, as if there was some part of him that had finally passed a test, though now it was a matter of holding onto it and ensuring that he could maintain it.

      “So you’re saying it might take a while for me to recover?”

      “It might,” she said simply.

      They stopped at the outskirts of the jungle.

      In the darkness, the canopy of trees overhead was even darker and denser than it seemed in the daylight. There was something imposing about it, some feeling that left him unsettled when he had never been before.

      Having lived in the jungle, having grown up around these trees, Ty didn’t usually feel unsettled by it at night, though knowing that there was a threat, something more than just the velum up in the trees, made him hesitate in a way that he wouldn’t naturally.

      He looked into the forest, staring into the distance. “Can you take us with your shadows?” he asked.

      Gayal shook her head. “I could, but I wouldn’t have the same guidance as I would otherwise. It’s not necessarily going to be safe to travel in that way.”

      “I see.” Which was too bad. He wished that it would be easier and that there would be some safe way to do so. Which meant that they were going to have to follow the jungle, take the trail, and risk the velum. He looked up into the trees. “Let’s get going.”

      There was a strange sensation for Ty. At first, he thought that maybe there was a burning feeling that was tied to his dragon, but the further that they started up the slope, the less that he believed that it was just his dragon that he detected. He didn’t know what it was, nor did he know why he should feel it, only that there was some sense there buried within him that he could detect. Perhaps it was his dragon, or perhaps it was something else. Either way, there was definitely something out in the distance.

      Maybe Dorian.

      He looked over to see Gayal staring straight ahead, the shadow dragon swirling around her, holding onto the cloak.

      “I still haven’t learned why you hold onto the dragon like you do.”

      “It allows a more immediate reaction,” Gayal said. “And some dragons are not quite like the smoke dragon and can hide within you. I’m sure you saw Dorian and the stone dragon.”

      “I didn’t see how he hides it.”

      “He doesn’t. If you’ll notice, everything around him sort of shifts with it. He brings the dragon along and masks it with the shadow dragon, but then he also levels it out, creating something around him.” Gayal’s cloak fluttered for a moment, before falling still again. “I don’t know if I can fully explain it, and I don’t know how to answer it as anything more than that, because I don’t understand it.”

      “And your shadow dragon?” He looked over at her. The shadow cloak hung motionless, and it seemed to him that it should be able to hide more easily than the smoke dragon. “Why can’t you hide the shadow dragon more easily?”

      “I suppose it would be possible over time to hide him, though I haven’t managed to come up with a way to hold him inside myself, and I don’t even know if he would be willing to let me.” The cloak fluttered a moment. “There’s a part of the dragon that’s proud of himself, as he should be, and he wants to be displayed.”

      “Displayed as a decoration around your neck?”

      A rustling in the trees caused him to look up. They hadn’t climbed very far, so it would be fairly early for the velum to start chasing them, though he had a feeling that was what it was.

      “Something like that,” Gayal whispered.

      They moved more cautiously now, making their way up the mountainside.

      In the darkness, it was difficult to pick their way along, though the trail that they had chosen was wide enough for them to do so.

      Still, he couldn’t tell where the mountain would twist and turn, and though he had taken this path many times over his life there was still uncertainty about it. He slid his foot forward, picking his way forward as he attempted to avoid tripping over a root or anything else that might get in his way.

      He was tempted to take the Path of the Flame, though it would be steep and a challenging climb. Whatever way they took, he didn’t worry about the velum, but he knew that Roson James no longer feared them, either. Ty whistled softly and found Gayal watching him. He pointed to the trees.

      “Does that keep them away, or does it summon them?” Gayal asked him.

      “It depends upon the whistle. I’m hoping to send them up ahead. Roson learned how to command them, but maybe with enough velum, he could still be overwhelmed.”

      There came an occasional call from the velum in the trees in response, though it was faint.

      “It would be better to have some way to illuminate the way, wouldn’t it?” Gayal asked. She reached into her pocket, pulling out a small circular item. It took Ty a moment to realize what it was, but as soon as it started to glow, he recognized it.

      “Dragon light,” he said.

      “Do you recognize it?”

      “Should I? Wait. Is that the same dragon light that I took?”

      She nodded. “I thought that might be useful. I have not found the opportunity before now, but I’m not surprised that I would find the need here with you.”

      “I always thought that it was interesting that we had things like dragon light, something that was not necessarily a remnant or a relic.”

      “Made by scholars, not Dragon Touched. Though to be honest, I suspect that the scholars who have the ability to make dragon light are touched, whether or not they want to acknowledge it.”

      “Why wouldn’t they want to acknowledge it?”

      “Why wouldn’t those within the priesthood want to acknowledge that they are touched?”

      “Because they want to follow the Flame.”

      “Exactly. And I suspect that scholars want to follow their passions as well, and not be asked to serve the king in this way. It gives them deniability.”

      “How does it even work?” Ty asked.

      “They are basically stored potential. What you need to do is pull some of that potential out. Eventually the dragon relics will be spent, their power wasted, and then they are little more than bones, no different than your dagger.”

      “How do you know my dagger has been spent?”

      “Because no dragon-bone dagger still exists that hasn’t been spent. That’s not to say that you couldn’t fashion a new one, but it would take the assistance of power that you would have to control far better than you do.”

      He focused on the bone and used his connection to the smoke, trying to withdraw some of that energy from it. It worked, but it did so slowly, strangely, and as he pulled the energy off he could feel something shifting.

      Power shifted. The light started to dim.

      He smiled to himself. “That’s impressive. I like how it—”

      One of the velum screamed.

      It was farther up in the forest, and its shriek split the silence around them and left him trembling for a moment. Ty froze, staring up into the trees, trying to see if it would be along the path.

      Ty whistled, hoping that he might send them scurrying along the road.

      “Maybe that means that my whistle is working,” Ty said.

      Gayal nodded slowly.

      They continued climbing the mountain. The hike went slowly, and though he hadn’t climbed in over a month, he found that it was relaxing in a certain way, almost as if it were the familiarity of the climb that relaxed him a little bit.

      “I still am troubled by what they were after. Why would they be going to places of the Flame?”

      “The better question is why they were bringing the king’s dragons to those places. Until we know those answers, I’m afraid that we cannot rest, unfortunately.”

      And it was more than just that, he knew. It was more than just following that path, searching for those answers. It was stopping Roson James.

      “And if they went to the lava flow and to the steam swamp, and…” Ty tried to remember other places that were supposedly powerful with the Flame in the kingdom, and the only other place that he could come up with was within the Dragon’s Jaw itself, though he didn’t know if it was. “Any other place that would bring them proximity to the Flame. There has to be some reason behind it.”

      “You might be right,” Gayal said.

      “If it’s about strengthening the dragons, then none of it makes complete sense. Why bring the dragons someplace where they would suffer?”

      Gayal didn’t answer.

      They climbed for a little while longer, Ty lost in his thoughts. Another velum shrieked, though it was distant enough that he didn’t fear that they were getting close enough to the creature, even though he worried that they might be closer than he wanted to be.

      Gayal tensed when the velum shrieked again.

      “What if it’s not about strengthening the dragons?” Ty asked.

      “You’re still stuck on that,” Gayal said.

      Ty shrugged, glancing back at her.

      The upward hike was not necessarily easy, though Gayal made it look so. Maybe she was calling upon the energy of her shadow dragon, or perhaps she was just fit enough that this wasn’t a problem for her.

      “What if this isn’t about celebrating the Flame the way my brother believed?”

      “Then I don’t have the answer,” he said.

      Ty turned, heading back upslope. It didn’t make complete sense to him, though maybe it didn’t have to. Maybe none of it was meant to make sense. All he knew was that something was happening with the dragons and with these places that the dragons had been.

      If they sacrificed another dragon here, he would have to understand what reason they had behind it. And then there was still the matter of the vibration coming from the dragon-bone relic Zara had given him.

      His brother was up here.

      He’d been chasing the false Order of the Flame because they’d stolen from him.

      What had been stolen, though?

      He had felt that the items that he’d found and recovered were valuable and had been following something that he’d been given, instructions that he had been using, only…

      Ty didn’t have any answers.

      Another velum screamed, and once again Ty and Gayal paused, taking a moment to look up the slope, trying to see what was taking place, but there was no obvious answer.

      The heat had started to build.

      The higher they climbed up the mountainside, the more he started to feel the heat and energy of the lava lake. It wouldn’t be long before they got near enough to be able to make out the glowing light of the lava lake.

      If the false Order of the Flame was going to be anywhere, he suspected that was where they were headed. And he suspected that was tied to the dragons.

      Maybe they were sacrificing the dragons or using some sort of power in order to call the power of the lava dragon. He had no idea how something like that would even work, but it would fit with what he’d seen from them.

      A little bit further, another velum cried out.

      He started to slow.

      “We don’t have very much further to get to the lava like. Beyond that, it would be a short climb to the peak of Ishantil, but I doubt that he’s gone there. It’s always been about the lava lake.” Ty squeezed the item that Zara had given him. He could feel it vibrating. He frowned. “Why would the Order have attacked us in the city?” He looked over to Gayal. “Why target us there?”

      “Perhaps we have something they need.”

      “I wondered that, as well, but…” Ty traced his finger over the dragon-bone dagger, feeling a hint of heat in it. Bingham had warned him that the dagger was hot, but he had never been aware of that before. “And I have been trying to figure out why they would have attacked Esme’s tavern. What were they after?”

      Gayal looked over at him, frowning. “I don’t know.”

      “What if they’ve just been trying to delay us?”

      “I’m not sure it matters.”

      “Maybe it does, though. Maybe they’re concerned about you.”

      Or it could be himself.

      As strange as that seemed to admit, the idea that the Order of the Flame was concerned about him was a real one. He had evaded them. He’d stopped them. And he had gotten to the dauvern before them.

      Not only that, but he had outed Roson James. If there was anybody who intended to cause trouble for him, why wouldn’t it be them?

      He moved more quickly upslope, continuing to squeeze the dragon bone, feeling for the power within it. There was a bit of energy there he focused on, worried that he might be revealing their presence too soon, though as he continued up the slope he realized that might not be a problem.

      The energy came from higher upslope.

      The lava lake. He held out his hand, giving Gayal the dragon light, and the light snapped out.

      “You could have withdrawn the power from it,” he said.

      “I could have—”

      She cut off when there came another shriek from the velum. It was further up the slope, and near enough that he knew where was coming from.

      The velum were near the lava lake.

      That was unusual.

      “Something’s going on up here,” he said. “The velum never come this high up the mountain. They stay away from the lava lake as much as they can. That last scream was close to the lava lake.”

      Close enough that he could hear it screaming, and close enough that he thought something had to be taking place.

      He darted up the trail, finishing the rest of it in a sprint. By the time he reached the outskirts of the path leading around the lava lake, his breath was hot and heavy in his ears.

      The darkness parted, the brightness of the lava lake burning around him, creating a rim of fire and bright orange light that illuminated everything in the night.

      He understood why the velum had screamed. They weren’t alone.

      Ty moved through the trees, staying off the path, and motioned for Gayal to follow him. It was easy enough to get lost in the trees, and despite the density of the forest, he didn’t worry about getting too caught up in it, especially with the lava lake there, lighting their way.

      Still, there was something off, and the more that he stared, the easier it was to know that there was something here. Something dangerous.

      Something unexpected.

      Ty peered out through the trees.

      He pointed. Gayal leaned close to him.

      “I see at least five,” Gayal whispered.

      Ty nodded. There were at least that many. Probably numbers of the Order. They stood space around the lava lake, each of them holding onto something. In the light of the lava lake, he couldn’t make out what it was they held, though they stood before the lake as if waiting.

      Another rustling came in the trees.

      For a moment, he thought it was one of the velum and he reached for the power of the smoke dragon within him, but it was unnecessary. It wasn’t one of the velum.

      A dark figure appeared near them. Ty grabbed for his dragon-bone knife and darted forward, striking forward but almost immediately froze.

      “Albion?”

      “Ty,” he breathed out, sending his gaze past him. “You shouldn’t be here. It’s dangerous.”

      “You shouldn’t be here. The Order of the Flame, at least the fake Order of the Flame, is here.”

      “I know. I followed them here.”

      “You’ve followed them?”

      That would explain why the item that Zara had given him had vibrated. Albion had been after them all along.

      “I’ve been trailing them for a while. I thought you are here as well, especially because of him,” he said, thumbing behind him.

      Ty glanced back and realized that Bingham was sneaking through the trees. At least, sneaking as much as he could. His limp made it difficult for him to do so effectively.

      He didn’t think that Bingham had been working with Albion all this time, but why were they now here?

      “You don’t need to be a part of this,” Albion said. “Let those of us who can do something stop them.”

      After everything Ty had done, the comment irritated him.

      “Not if the false Order of the Flame are here. They have sacrificed several dragons.”

      “What do you mean?” Albion asked.

      “We went to the steam swamp first. There was a dead dragon there. One that they had stolen from the capital. And there was another that Gayal found in the lava flows.”

      Albion squeezed his eyes shut. “It’s happening,” he whispered.

      “What is happening?”

      He nodded past him, toward the lava lake. “I realized after they broke into my warehouse that they were after particular items. I didn’t know what they were, so I started poking around, trying to figure out what they were.”

      “And what were they?”

      “Dangerous items. Items that are not from this land. Items that were not at all like any of the other dragon relics that I had found. On some of my assignments, I was taking items that were important to draw out the Lothinal contingent, but I found a few other things too. Items that were old, impossibly old. I thought they weren’t even from the kingdom.” He glanced over to Gayal. Then he turned his attention back to Ty. “It was all to draw attention to the Dragon Thief. But I don’t know what they are. Just that they are items of power.”

      He turned, looking back, and saw the false Order of the Flame all raise an array of objects over their heads, as if working in unison. And then, they dropped their items into the lava.

      As soon as they did, something in the lava lake changed.

      The lava burbled. Steam began to rise.

      And then Ishantil started to rumble.
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      Ty glanced over at Gayal. He stood where he had been before, watching the false Order of the Flame, watching the lava lake, and saying nothing. The shadow dragon around him remained motionless, as if it didn’t want to reveal its presence to Albion. Though at this point, did it even matter?

      “What do you think they are doing up here?” Ty asked.

      “It’s about what is in the lake,” Albion said.

      Ty frowned, looking toward the glowing of the lava lake. “What is in the lake?”

      Albion glanced over to him, before turning his attention to Gayal. “I thought that the Tecal knew.”

      Ty looked to Gayal, and she had a confused expression on her face. “What did they know about?”

      “You didn’t question why the priests have a ceremony that they believed would actually calm Ishantil? It wasn’t truly about the Flame, at least not entirely about it. There is more to it than that. It is part of it, though, but not the primary point.”

      “What?” Ty asked.

      “There is a dragon in the lava.”

      Ty started to smile, but he saw the serious expression on Albion’s face.

      “A dragon?” Gayal asked.

      Albion glanced to Gayal, and then to Ty, his gaze lingering for a long moment.

      His brother knew.

      “I would’ve assumed the Tecal knew,” Albion said. “I can’t say that I confirmed it, though I had tried to during Ishantil’s last eruption. It was unsettled. Angry. And it took a great sacrifice to calm it once again.”

      “You weren’t up here trying to hatch the egg?”

      Albion frowned at him. “I am not certain that is what is required to hatch a dragon egg.”

      If not that, then what had Albion done?

      Still, Albion’s words made a certain sort of sense to him. How could they not? He had seen the face in the flames. He had seen what he had believed was a dragon.

      Could there actually be a dragon there?

      Ty started forward, slipping through the branches. The ground continued to rumble, and as he moved forward Gayal grabbed for one arm while Albion grabbed another.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Gayal asked.

      “I have to know what’s going on up there.”

      “If they are trying to harness that dragon, then there might not be anything you can do,” Albion said.

      “Actually, in this case, there might be something that I can do that you cannot.”

      His brother might be the Dragon Thief, but Ty was something else. He didn’t need to be a thief. He was a Tecal. At least, he could be.

      He ripped his arms free and strode forward.

      When he reached the edge of the trees and the path that led around the lava lake, he stood there, remaining hidden in the shadows along the path.

      The false Order of the Flame that surrounded the lava lake still stood in place, but there was one more he hadn’t seen. A person standing out on one of the central stone plateaus that was near the middle of the lava lake.

      A man he had not seen since he had been attacked by him here before.

      Roson James.

      He was here.

      Of course he would be. If this was all about capturing the power of the dragon, then he would be here.

      A burst of flame came streaking away from him, but a whirlwind whipped up, capturing the flame and tossing it away. A spiraling ball of fire shot forward, but darkness seemed to swallow it, mixed with another blast of wind, then it sputtered into steam.

      Dorian held him back.

      This was the power of a Tecal.

      Ty had known that Dorian was powerful, but had never seen his fury.

      Wind whipped, gusting toward Roson. Stones appeared from the ground, flying toward him. Even the shadows started to ripple, as if they were something alive, wrapping around him.

      Roson deflected it all.

      Somehow.

      Then he stepped back, holding up his hand.

      He had something there.

      Ty studied it, frowning at it, and realized that it was the dauvern. There was a man kneeling next to him. He couldn’t see who it was, only his back, which was darkened.

      Roson James held the dauvern up over his head, and then he said something, though it was unintelligible and likely in a language that he didn’t speak.

      With that, he tossed the dauvern into the lava lake.

      Darkness swirled, and the ground rumbled again.

      As the dauvern sank, he realized with dawning horror what had just happened.

      “Dorian,” he whispered.

      He had used the summons of the dauvern to call upon the power of the dragons within Dorian and had ripped them free. Then he dropped the dauvern into the lava lake, along with Dorian’s dragons.

      Ty darted forward.

      He couldn’t think of anything else to do.

      He reached the nearest of the false Order of the Flame standing at the edge of the lava lake and slammed his shoulder into him.

      He staggered forward, crying out, and fell into the lava, burning instantly.

      The others of the false Order of Flame turned their attention to him, along with Roson James.

      He grinned at him.

      He didn’t have the dauvern anymore, so he couldn’t take the smoke dragon from him, but maybe he didn’t need to. If he had some way of capturing the lava dragon…

      He sprinted, running toward the nearest of the stone platforms that would lead out to the center of the lava lake. One of the fake Order of the Flame was there. He held a shadow orb toward him.

      Ty reacted.

      He summoned the power of the smoke dragon, crossing his arms up over his chest as he had before and bringing them down. The smoke streaked out, blasting out a bloom of power. It threw the man back.

      Ty ran toward him and kicked.

      The orb went flying, dropping into the lava lake, where it immediately caught fire and then began to crack.

      Another of the false Order of the Flame came toward him, and Ty brought his arms up, preparing to summon the smoke, but he was tired. Having used that power once was considerable, and it made it difficult to do again. Now he’d used it twice tonight.

      Maybe he wouldn’t be able to do it again.

      He raised his arms, summoning the smoke, but the bloom of power never came. No.

      The dragon was tired.

      Ty was tired.

      He stumbled, and the false Order of the Flame grinned at him.

      Living darkness looped around the Order and sent him staggering forward. Gayal was there, reaching for him, helping to lift him to his feet.

      He tried to smile at her, but he was tired. So tired.

      “We have to stop them,” he gasped.

      “We’re trying,” Gayal said.

      The ground continued to rumble. He could feel it someplace deep within him, but there was something else that he felt.

      And heard.

      The velum were shrieking.

      It came from all throughout the forest.

      It was an echoing cacophony of sound, the violence of the velum crying out around them, filling the night with their horrible screams. Ty wanted to cover his ears, but it was almost as if there was something within that screaming that he thought he should understand.

      He staggered to his feet.

      Ty whistled, trying to call the velum. He had to use them. He could hear the velum shrieking all around him, the energy of their cries matching the intensity of the trembling in Ishantil.

      It was the same shrieking that he had heard when he had thought that Ishantil would erupt. The velum knew something.

      Of course they did. They had always known something.

      Another of the Order came closer, but Gayal was there. Her shadows swirled, the dragon coming off of her, working its way toward the order.

      Ty tore his gaze away. None of that mattered. It couldn’t.

      The only thing in his mind was stopping this.

      That and getting to Roson James. He had to.

      He stumbled forward and reached the first of the platforms.

      He jumped, landing on the platform, and he looked out at Roson James, who was by himself with Dorian. If Dorian had control over his dragons, he would’ve done something by now.

      Ty jumped to the next platform.

      He had to find the strength within him. He had to find something, and some way, to call upon that power and energy, and he had to get there.

      “Roson!”

      James looked over at Ty, a bright sneer on his face. “You’re too late.”

      His voice was so different than it had been when he’d seen him before, but so too were his facial features. He looked older, though still distinguished, and as much as Ty hated to admit it, handsome. There was almost an ageless quality to him.

      He was powerful.

      Not only that, but there was darkness about him, something that swirled out and around him, a power that he couldn’t quite place.

      Not that of the Flame. If it was the power of the Flame, Ty would’ve understood it, and he would’ve known how to react to it, but this was something else. This was something different. Something alien.

      He stumbled forward and nearly fell off one of the platforms when a hint of warmth flooded through him, filling him strength.

      He had to get to another platform.

      He didn’t have anywhere that he could go.

      Still, Roson had magic of some sort. Maybe not the power of the Flame, but some kind of dark energy. A dark energy that needed to be stopped.

      “You aren’t going to capture that dragon.”

      “Capture?” He laughed. “What makes you think that I would capture it?”

      “I saw what you threw into the lava lake.”

      He chuckled again. “Capture,” he spat. “Your brother was quite useful. Did he tell you that?”

      “What?” Could Albion have been involved?

      No. Albion celebrated the Flame.

      “All I had to do was feed the Dragon Thief information about what I needed. And of course, given how skilled a thief as he was, he acquired everything. Unfortunately, I needed it back.”

      “You needed the dauvern.” He was confused, and fatigue didn’t make it any easier to process what he was saying to him.

      “That is but one thing that I needed from him. There were others, and your brother was kind enough to provide them to me.”

      “No,” Ty said.

      He straightened and took another step forward, jumping to the next platform.

      He was getting close.

      It wouldn’t be long now. All he had to do was cross the rest of the distance and he could get to him, and then…

      He took another deep breath and jumped.

      He was there, only a few platforms in front of him. The heat coming off the lava lake was immense, though he was protected. It took him a moment to realize why, the smoke dragon. It was still protecting him.

      Roson chuckled at him. “Did you really think it was only about the one item? I would not have been able to destroy the Flame were it not for his assistance.” He started laughing. “And I find it deliciously ironic that the one responsible for destroying the Flame is a Priest of the Flame, at that.”

      Everything slowed, his burst of strength flagging. “Why would you want to destroy the Flame?”

      “Because the Flame destroyed everything in my land.” He flicked his gaze down to the lava lake. “And now I’ve found it. The source.” He chuckled. “Few really understand how interconnected the kingdoms are, but I have uncovered it. I have studied the Flame, becoming an expert in something I never wanted, but now…” He looked up. “The Flame will be destroyed. And then we will spread the power of Lothinal magic.”

      Her mind struggled to keep up. There really was Lothinal magic, though Ty knew they used aspects of dragon magic as well. “You just corrupt dragon remnants and claim you have another power.”

      He glanced down at Dorian. He hadn’t moved, which left him worried. How injured was he? The dragons had been stripped off him and thrown into the lava lake along with the dauvern. He didn’t understand why, though. Was it just to harm the dragons? Would it somehow damage the Flame?

      “Did you think the power of the Flame was the only power in the world?”

      The darkness. That was what he was going on about.

      “After my land was destroyed, I found a way to get my revenge.”

      “Lothinal magic.” Ty gathered himself, and then he jumped to the next platform.

      “Yes, and I wasn’t even the first to have studied it. Others have, and others have made sure that there were ways to neutralize the power of the Flame in lands such as yours. And I took advantage of that.”

      Ty needed to keep him talking. Only, Ty had a feeling that James wanted to keep talking because he was buying time, too. He was waiting.

      There was something here. Something he intended. He just couldn’t put the pieces together, it was too hot and he was too tired. But if Ty didn’t stop him in time…

      The ground rumbled again.

      He looked down. “It won’t be long now. I find it intriguing that the way to destroy the Flame is by using the Flame.”

      “What do you mean using?”

      “There are places all around your precious kingdom where the Flame touches more closely. I tested them, wanting to ensure that my plan would be effective, and thankfully…”

      That was what he done at the lava flow. And the steam swamp. All of that had been a test. All of that had been his attempt to ensure that it would work.

      He looked over at the lava lake and realized something.

      Normally the lava bubbled and burbled, but it had darkened, taking on a discoloration, and there was something else off about it. It was thickening.

      Not just thickening. Solidifying.

      “What did you do?” he whispered.

      Roson James looked down, and there was a satisfied look on his face, not smugness, not a smirk, but one of resolve, one of victory.

      What was this about?

      “You won’t be able to stop this. You were never going to be able to stop this.”

      James smiled at him, a dark grin, and then with a wave of his hand the dark energy around him continued to swirl, heading farther and farther out until it became a spiraling pattern of dark energy. The lava continued to solidify and the ground trembled, as if Ishantil wanted nothing more than to erupt, to blast past whatever Roson James did to it, though at the same time it didn’t seem as if there was anything that could be done to stop it.

      The power coming out of him was incredible.

      Worse, the smoke dragon inside him trembled and quivered. It was aware of what was taking place and unable to react in a way that would avoid destruction.

      Roson glanced down at Dorian. “A shame about your dragons, but seeing as how they would be used to destroy more of my lands, I don’t feel much remorse.” He looked up at Ty. “And I will have that dragon of yours.”

      Ty started backing away, but he was on one of the platforms and wouldn’t be able to stay there very long or very safely. He teetered for a moment, wobbling in place, and feared tripping.

      The dragon within him reacted.

      Power bloomed again within the smoke dragon and flowed upward, filling him. He instinctively crossed his arms over his chest, attempting to protect himself, but when he brought them down, Roson James was gone. It was too late.

      Ty jumped forward. “You need to get up, Dorian.” He still hadn’t moved, as if he were unable to move. “Dorian!”

      He slowly looked up at him. There was no dark shadow around him, no evidence of any of the dragons that had surrounded him, not like there had been before.

      “You need to get up!”

      “They’re gone,” he said softly.

      “I understand. And unless we get moving, there will be even more dragons gone. We have to react.”

      He could barely move. “Gone,” he said.

      Ty grabbed him, pulling him up. He didn’t resist. He forced him forward, but he wouldn’t be able to carry him. “You need to jump.”

      Dorian looked over at him. “You have control over the smoke dragon.”

      “I have a better connection to it, but I don’t know if I have control. Not yet.”

      “You will need that,” he said.

      “I know,” Ty snapped. “Now, I need for you to get across here.” He looked down. The lava continued to thicken, darkening, and if they waited too much longer it would solidify into hardened rock.

      With the rumbling beneath him, and a sense of power and energy that quaked underneath the remains of the lava lake, he feared Ishantil might explode. If that happened…

      Ty didn’t want to be anywhere near Ishantil when it exploded.

      He scrambled along the stone and pushed him forward. “You have to jump.”

      “I thought he only wanted to summon dragons,” he said softly.

      “He wanted to destroy the Flame. He used your dragons to do so.”

      “It shouldn’t be possible,” he said.

      “Maybe it shouldn’t, but he seems to think that whatever device he has will help coordinate the power of Lothinal magic.”

      He jumped forward, pulling Dorian with him.

      “I’ve not seen… Lothinal magic.”

      He seemed to be coming around, as if forcing him to move—and to think—helped him. Ty didn’t care if he helped him or not. All he needed was for him to function.

      “Well, this Lothinal magic seemed to affect the lava lake here, and if he gets away with it it’s going to destroy all of Ishantil.”

      Not only that, but it was going to destroy Zarinth.

      An eruption and a full-on explosion would tear through the mountain and level Zarinth in its wake. As he neared one of the last of the steppingstones out of the lava lake, Ty looked down at the lava, noting how it solidified and how there was nothing left remaining of the general flow of it.

      Not only was he destroying the lava lake, but he had truly destroyed the Flame.

      There was a change in energy.

      He had no idea what the change meant, but it was bad.

      Dorian jumped and reached dry land.

      Ty followed. Gayal and Albion were there, with Bingham standing in the trees, as if he didn’t want to get too close.

      “Have you heard of the Lothinal magic?” Ty asked.

      Albion shook his head, his gaze lingering on the lava lake. “I didn’t realize they had their own power.”

      “Apparently what they were intending was to use the power of Lothinal magic to create something worse. They wanted to destroy the power of the Flame. They wanted to destroy Ishantil.”

      “They succeeded,” Albion whispered.

      “I don’t know. What happened to the other Order of the Flame?” He looked over at Gayal, and found her shaking her head.

      “Those who didn’t escape have been destroyed, but…”

      Ty knew the answer without even having her say it. Even though they had stopped them, the others had already accomplished their goal.

      The lava lake was in danger.

      The power of the Flame was destroyed.

      He looked at Dorian. He seemed to be getting a little bit now that he was back on land, and with enough time Ty hoped that he could recover. Ty needed to know how many of Dorian’s dragons remained, though he wondered if he would share that.

      Could they have taken all of his dragons?

      He had known about four dragons, but maybe he had a way to separate them, to prevent Roson from destroying them completely.

      Ishantil rumbled again.

      “I need to get to the temple. The priests might be able to do something,” Albion said.

      Ty looked over to his brother and couldn’t believe his comment. The priests?

      They might have helped with Ishantil, but that had only mattered when they were helping the dragon. This was something else. Did Albion actually think that the priests could stop this now?

      Maybe he did. This was his brother, after all, and he wouldn’t be surprised to learn that his brother believed that much in the power of the priesthood, or perhaps it was in the power of the Flame.

      “I need to find Roson James and undo this.”

      Albion watched him. “The items I collected were powerful, Ty. There is no undoing this. There might be something in the temple within Zarinth that might mitigate some of the disaster that’s to come, but…” He shook his head. “There’s no undoing this.”

      “I will see what I can do with you,” Bingham said.

      “You’re going with him?”

      Bingham glanced from Ty to Gayal and finally to Dorian. “It seems that you have found your place, Tydornen, and I know mine.”

      “Bingham—”

      He shook his head. “Don’t think I’m disappointed,” he said. “Far from it. You have needed to find a place for yourself, a place where you could belong, and this… Well, this makes sense.”

      “How does it make sense?”

      “Your mother would be proud of you, Tydornen.”

      He cocked his head at Bingham. “What do you know of what my mother wanted for me?”

      “When you finish with whatever you’re doing, we can talk.”

      “Bingham?”

      “You’ve been looking for answers, but unfortunately there are no easy ones,” he said.

      “What do you mean?”

      Bingham glanced over at Albion before looking at Ty. “I don’t want to do this now.”

      “You may not have another chance,” Ty said.

      “I told you that I was tasked with watching over you. It’s because your mother knew that her time was nearing an end. She wanted me to keep an eye on you, to guide you as much as I could, and to keep you safe.” Bingham breathed out, but there was a pained look in his eyes that surprised Ty. “Your father went after her, hoping for a way to save her.”

      “Save her from what?” Ty asked.

      “From her fate.”

      “And what fate is that?”

      Ishantil trembled again, and he knew that he didn’t have time to have this conversation.

      As much as he wanted to, as much as he thought that he needed to, perhaps he wouldn’t get the answers that he wanted.

      “We are going to talk again soon,” he said, looking over to Bingham.

      “We may talk, but I don’t know if I have any more answers for you,” he said.

      “We’re still going to talk.”

      He watched as they descended the mountainside, disappearing quickly. He turned his attention to Gayal and Dorian. “Do either of you know what’s going on here?”

      “Not at all,” Gayal said. She looked at Dorian. “Do you have any control left?”

      “I have only the wind,” Dorian whispered.

      “The others—”

      “They were able to call off the power of the others. They used it to power whatever this device of Lothinal magic is.”

      “He said he intended to destroy the Flame. He blames the Flame on some destruction of his people.”

      “The stories of those who summoned Lothinal magic call out a desire for darkness. It was all to suffer. A dark art, as I said. I have known the Flame for a long time,” Dorian said. “Perhaps not as well as some, but I have known the power of the Flame and the dragons, and I have known that there is a way to understand power that others do not.”

      “And now the dragons are gone. They sacrificed them.”

      He’d been used, but that didn’t change the fact that he was partly responsible for what had taken place, and for the power that had summoned away the dragons.

      He looked over at the lava lake and could see that it was growing increasingly thick, dense, and that there was some part of it that had shifted.

      “Whatever they did was to target Ishantil, and we have to find a way to reawaken it. We have to save the dragon.”

      “There may not be a way,” Gayal said.

      They both stared at the lava, at the thickening, darkening flow.

      Maybe there wouldn’t be anything that they could do.

      The volcano continued to tremble. This time, he felt something up the slope of the mountain.

      “You need to bring us to the peak of Ishantil,” he said.

      “How is that going to help us?”

      “Because at the peak of Ishantil, we can look down and see what’s taking place. It’s high enough that it’s above the tree line, and we can have an unobstructed view. We could hike it, but it would take us another few hours, and I don’t think we have that time.” He looked over at Gayal. “You need to use your dragon magic to carry us there.”

      She nodded. “I will do what I can.”

      The shadows swirled around, connecting them and then wrapping around them. There was a shifting, and then a sense of movement.

      It wasn’t as long-lasting as it had been before. It was something he wished that he could understand and wished he could replicate. Only, he didn’t know if the smoke dragon had the same way of traveling.

      Then it stopped. The shadow spread around them.

      They were atop Ishantil.

      Ty distinctly remembered the very first time that he had come to the top of Ishantil. He’d come with his mother, as he often did when traveling through the jungle around Ishantil. His mother was far more comfortable in the trees and on the slopes of the volcano than his father had been, though as Ty had gotten older his father had improved, as if he had decided that he wouldn’t be beholden to the power of Ishantil scaring him away. His mother had looked out over the vista stretching before him now, and Ty remembered what his mother had said then.

      From here, one can almost feel the Flame.

      Ty had never felt the Flame, not the way that his mother had, but he couldn’t deny that standing atop the volcano left him with an awareness of power that he didn’t have anywhere else.

      Perhaps if he went to other places within the kingdom that were tied close to the Flame like the steam swamp, or the fire fields, he might find a way to feel that power elsewhere, but there was an energy here.

      The peak of the mountain was barren rock. At one point, this had been the lava lake, but it had evolved over time, the mountain erupting, changing the contours of Ishantil, leaving it altered.

      He looked back and could see the rapidly changing lava lake, the cooling of the lava flow, the darkening of it, and strangely he felt something deep within him.

      From here, he stared, looking down upon all of the kingdom, feeling the power and the energy that existed there. From here, he could see all of it.

      But not well.

      He closed his eyes, feeling for the power that was out there, but beyond that, he was unable to detect anything more.

      That energy was there.

      What had he detected, though?

      “Do you see anything?” he asked Gayal, who stood next to him. Gayal shook her head, frowning as she stood in place, her shadow cloak swirling for a moment, before radiating away from her. When it retreated, taking its place back around her again, she shook her head once more.

      He could feel something, though he wasn’t able to identify what he felt, only that there was something that still filled him with an understanding of power. Maybe it was merely the change to Ishantil, the lava lake, and the steady trembling that persisted. He couldn’t tell if that was all it was. If it was, then he feared that it would persist, and when it lingered that it would change everything.

      Perhaps it was already over.

      Strange that Ty would feel bothered by that. There should’ve been no reason for him to feel that way, especially as the Flame was not anything that he truly had believed in. His brother had, though.

      Albion had always believed in the power of the Flame, and having seen what he had and recognizing the power of the Flame through the dragons, Ty thought that maybe he understood. It might not have been the same power that he wanted to understand and use, but there was something there. There was definitely a magic that came from the Flame, and definitely something that existed.

      Perhaps Dorian and Gayal were right.

      The Flame connected them.

      It was the power of life. It was the power that the dragons called upon, and it was the power the Dragon Touched were able to access. More than that, it was the power the Tecal could draw upon. That was the Flame.

      All this time, Ty had denied the energy and magic of the Flame, and he had tried to deny that there was anything to it, anything real, but right now, how could he? Standing here above the kingdom, feeling Ishantil trembling beneath him, recognizing that there was energy scattered all throughout the kingdom, Ty knew that Ishantil and the Flame were out there, and the power was real.

      He needed to help it.

      “Something is off,” Dorian said.

      Ty looked over at the older man. He seemed to have aged a decade in the time since the dragons had been stripped from him. How much had that hurt him? His eyes were drawn, and he looked out to the north, beyond the kingdom.

      Ty had never spent much time looking out into that distance, never having any real reason to, wondering why he might be doing so now, but as he looked he realized what he stared at. A dark haze hung over everything in the distance.

      He frowned. “Is that smoke? From fire?”

      “It’s not fire,” Gayal said. Her dragon energy swirled out and away from her as if she were using the dragon to probe, sending tendrils of energy out before withdrawing again. They quested, searching for a moment before pulling back, drawing toward them and then easing back and away.

      Ty watched, marveling at her connection and control of the dragon, unable to fathom what it might be like to have such a bond. Within his own connection to the smoke dragon, there was nothing like that, nothing that would connect him quite as well as what it seemed like she had, nothing that would bind him the same way in which she seemed bound to her dragon.

      Still, he watched, feeling the way that she called upon that power. He began to wonder if he might be able to use a similar sort of power, and yet did not think that he could. Wind whipped around them, and he realized that Dorian used his remaining dragon connection as well.

      “What do you detect?”

      He didn’t get an immediate response, though as he stared out into the darkness, he realized something. The haze might be out there, hovering above the ground, but there was something else about it.

      It was moving.

      The longer he watched, the more certain he became.

      He glanced behind, looking at the cooling lava lake and the fading power that was within it, before returning his attention to the dark energy in the north. He could feel something within it, almost as if it were trying to call upon the smoke dragon, threatening it.

      “Gayal?” he asked.

      She just shook her head. “The dragon is afraid,” he said.

      “I can feel that,” Ty said.

      Gayal glanced at him. “The dragon won’t go any further,” she said.

      “Why?”

      She shook her head again. “I don’t know. The dragon fears what’s out there, and fears the power that exists, and fears that something might happen to it.”

      Ty stared into the distance and the darkness and tried to grasp just what he saw, but even as he looked out into the distance he couldn’t tell anything.

      He could feel it, though.

      And the way he felt it, and what he felt, told him all that he needed.

      Lothinal power.

      That was what he detected.

      That was what was coming.

      And it was moving toward them.
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      Ty couldn’t move for a moment. He stared into the distance, trying to comprehend just what he saw out there that was moving toward him, but even as he stared he wasn’t able to process what he witnessed. Something was moving toward him and moving quickly.

      Power, and though it was power, and though he could feel it, he didn’t know if there was anything that he could do about it.

      “What do we need to do?” Gayal asked.

      Ty continued staring. “All this was planned,” he said softly. He shook his head, thinking back to what Roson had said to him. “He wanted to destroy the Flame. That was what this was all about. I don’t know how he intended to do so, but all of this was about summoning the Lothinal magic and finding a way to destroy the Flame.”

      Even if he managed to summon whatever it was, he had no idea what it might do or what it might mean, only that there was a considerable amount power within it and that he felt as if he needed to try to better understand it.

      He focused, breathing out, and connected to the smoke dragon. The energy was there, buried deep within him, and as he reached for it he thought that he could find a way to connect to it. When he did, he could use his energy and send it away from him.

      The dragon connected, and heat and warmth flowed through him, working from his head to his feet and then back up. It was a comfortable sort of warmth, a warmth that radiated through him, and a warmth that suggested there was a kind of power within him, one that came from the union of himself and the dragon. The power joined them together. He had been waiting for so long to know that sense, that it felt odd for him to feel it now. That it had taken this long.

      “It might have been planned,” Dorian said, staring off into the distance, “but there is nothing we can do about it.”

      Ty didn’t know if that was true or not. As he stared, he couldn’t help but feel as if there was something out there coming toward them, but it was more than just that.

      He cocked his head to the side, frowning as he turned and looked behind him. “He was afraid.”

      “Of the Flame,” Gayal said.

      He stared down into the lava lake, what was left of it. “He was afraid of the Flame. He’s afraid of what it might mean, afraid of how to get to it.”

      Ty squeezed his eyes shut and started thinking through everything that he had encountered ever since learning of the Dragon Thief. That was what this was all about, wasn’t it? It was tied to what his brother had done. It was tied to how they had used him—and he had been used.

      It was tied to a power and to something more.

      Ty continued focusing, working through everything that he had encountered, everything that he’d seen, and he tried to think about what he had learned.

      Roson James had been looking for something.

      What if he had used the egg and the eruption to prove that there was a dragon within the volcano, and then he needed the dauvern. Only then could he have been able to do what he intended, used that for the reason that he had intended, and targeted the dragon.

      It didn’t make sense with what he had done at the other places of the Flame.

      Unless he had intended to summon other dragons. Perhaps there were more.

      If so, where they trapped like this?

      Maybe there was nothing that could be done for them.

      He had been looking for the origin of the Flame.

      That was the reason he had searched.

      All that time, everything that he’d gone through and everything that he had done had been with that purpose. He had intended to try to grasp the power of the dragon, and he had done it so that he could wreak havoc.

      Ty understood that now. And in understanding it, he wondered if he might be able to use what he had learned. He stared into the distance, focusing on the lava lake.

      “We have to save the dragon,” he said.

      “What dragon?” Dorian asked.

      “There is no way to save it,” Gayal said, getting close to him and lowering her voice. There was a heat to her words.

      Ty looked up at her, locking eyes with her darkened expression, and he shook his head. “We have to save the dragon.”

      “How do you expect to do that?”

      Ty didn’t know.

      He didn’t even know if there was any way to do so.

      Still, Ishantil continued to rumble.

      That might only be from the way the power had been tamped down and the lava had been solidified, but he didn’t think that was entirely it. He stared at the cooling lava lake and tried to think about what might be involved, but even as he stared at it, he couldn’t come up with anything.

      “What dragon?” Dorian asked.

      “Apparently, there is a dragon in the lake,” Gayal said.

      “When the priests were performing the ceremony, I think I saw it,” Ty said. “At the time, I thought it was my imagination, but now that I know there is something more here, I can’t help but feel as if perhaps the dragon was showing itself to me. That’s what Roson is after.”

      “He’s trying to destroy the Flame, you said,” Gayal said.

      He nodded. “They are connected somehow. I don’t entirely know what it is, or how it is, but they are somehow connected. And he’s afraid. Either he’s afraid of that dragon, or he’s afraid of the power, or…” Ty focused, frowning to himself. He didn’t think the dragon could be the Flame. That didn’t seem possible at all, but maybe that dragon, the lava dragon that he had seen, was somehow the embodiment of the Flame.

      It made a certain sort of sense. Not that he could truly believe that the dragon was the Flame, at least, not that he wanted to believe, but at the same time, if it was the Flame, if that was the power Roson feared, then why not draw upon it, borrow it, and see if they could use it?

      He turned back. Behind him, the Lothinal magic continued to move toward them, flowing with speed and energy and darkening everything down below. When he focused on it, he could feel the fluttering of the dragon deep within him.

      It was the energy of the smoke dragon.

      That dragon feared the Lothinal magic.

      Ty knew he should fear it as well.

      If it managed to reach them, there would be nothing they could do.

      That was why they had to take some sort of action and find answers. Only, he had no idea what those answers were going to be or how to find them. Ty focused on the smoke dragon.

      “I’m going to need your help,” he whispered.

      “You have our help,” Gayal said.

      Ty shook his head. “Not yours. The dragon.”

      Gayal frowned at him. “You’re trying to talk to it?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know any other way to do it. And in order to get the dragon’s help, I think I need to talk to him so that I can coax him into helping.” He had no idea if it would even work, but maybe it wasn’t just about him.

      He looked at the others. All of them were Tecal, and…

      It might not be enough, but what if it could be? He glanced back at the spreading darkness.

      “Dorian. Do you still have a connection to the wind?”

      “I do.”

      “Can you use that and summon the other Tecal here?”

      Dorian had proven that he could use the wind to reach Gayal, so perhaps there would be another purpose of the wind. Maybe he could connect to the Tecal.

      “I can try,” Dorian said.

      He looked back behind him toward the cooling lava lake. Sections of it had already started to blacken and thicken, forming rock.

      In time it would cool completely.

      “We have to save the dragon before Lothinal magic reaches here.”

      If that power were able to reach these lands, with the cooled pool of the lava lake and the dragons somehow suppressed down inside it…

      Ty didn’t want to think what might happen. He suspected he knew, though. He suspected that it was one way that they would use their power to suppress the dragon, and then it wouldn’t take much more to destroy the dragon. That was what he had to stop.

      He needed to stave off that damage, and if he could, then perhaps the dragon might be able to withstand the coming of Lothinal magic. If they couldn’t, then it might not even matter. What he would have to do instead would be something else. He figured that having the Tecal here would be beneficial.

      “We have to stop this or we won’t be able to save the kingdom.”

      Dorian glanced at Gayal. Her shadow cloak swirled, drifting out around her, as if it were trying to determine how much of this was dangerous and how much of this was real. Ty didn’t need to show her. She was going to find out on her own.

      “I think he’s right,” Gayal said.

      “A half-trained man who only came to know his dragon recently is right?” Dorian asked.

      “A half-trained man who has seen a dragon none of us have. A half-trained man who has been the one to help expose what Roson James and the others were doing on behalf of the Lothinal. A half-trained man who—”

      “You have made your point,” Dorian said.

      “I could go on,” Gayal said.

      Dorian shot her a look. “That would be unnecessary.”

      He turned and peered into the distance before closing his eyes. The wind began to work around him, swirling with a quick intensity, and as he stared into the distance and as the wind kicked up he held his hands up above his head.

      He looked old.

      When he had first met Dorian, there had been something about him that struck Ty as powerful, unique, and intriguing. Maybe it was the way that he connected to the dragons, the fact that he had control over multiple dragons, and how he had attempted to summon the power of his dragon. In this case, now that he saw him standing there, no cloak around him, wearing nothing but his jacket and pants, both of which seemed a little bit too saggy on him, he couldn’t help but feel as if there was something off about him.

      Old.

      How old was he?

      It was not a polite question to ask, but as he stared at him, he could see the wrinkles around Dorian’s eyes deepening as he summoned the power from the dragon. Not only that. It came from him.

      They were connected. Bonded, and he suspected that when the other dragons had been tossed into the lava lake, something had changed for them and had changed for him. In tearing those dragons away from him, it had tormented him. It had aged him. It had weakened him.

      The wind started to fade, dying down and then disappearing altogether.

      “It is done,” Dorian said softly.

      “How long will it take for them to answer?”

      Dorian took a deep breath, letting it out slowly, and he could tell that he was tired, weakened by what he’d done, and he nodded to Gayal to answer.

      “All of the dragons have ways of traveling, but some are faster than others.”

      Ty looked behind him, staring into the distance, watching as the Lothinal magic continued to spread and worrying that it wouldn’t be fast enough. The darkness came toward them, washing like an avalanche streaking downhill, and though it came from a distance it was moving toward them like a fog spreading across the distant forest.

      “We need to get down to the dragon,” Ty said.

      Gayal just nodded and wrapped the shadows around them. With a stirring of movement, they headed down the slope. When they stepped free, they were once again on the shoreline of the lava lake.

      Ty stared into the cooling lake and focused on what he could feel there. He wondered just how much of it he might be able to uncover, but there was a strange sort of energy.

      What if he could call to the lava dragon?

      There had to be some way to do that, didn’t there? He could feel that power, that energy, and he could feel the rumbling, and it suggested to him that there should be some way for him to reach for that, only…

      Only he didn’t know how to do so.

      Ty focused on the smoke dragon.

      “Can you reach for that dragon?”

      The smoke dragon stirred, and yet there was no real response.

      Maybe there was nothing that it could do to help.

      Or maybe he had to try harder and coax the dragon out of him.

      Given everything that they gone through so far, he didn’t know if he had the necessary strength. It was possible that he was too tired, too exhausted, and that the dragon needed more energy than he had available.

      He tried again, focusing on the energy within him, but there was nothing. No reaction. No change to the smoke dragon, only the faint stirring within him that told him that he was there, that he understood that he needed help, but that he refused to respond.

      A chill whipped in the air, and he looked over to see a grizzled man arriving. He had silver hair, flat blue eyes, and looked even older than Dorian had suddenly looked. He was dressed in a jacket of pale blue or almost white and matching pants, and a fog swirled around him.

      He looked at Dorian first, frowning. “What happened?” the man snapped. He had a deep, booming voice, and it carried with it the sound that suggested he was accustomed to command.

      “We were attacked,” Dorian said. “I lost three of my dragons.”

      “How?”

      “They were Lothinal and used their magic.”

      The man frowned again. “They should not have been able to do so.”

      “They’ve slaughtered the king’s dragons as well,” Gayal said.

      The newcomer nodded to Ty. “And who is he?”

      “A new recruit,” Gayal said. “He has potential.”

      “Are you sure this is the right place for him?”

      “You can ask me,” Ty said. He took a step toward him, frowning, and focused on the energy of the smoke dragon swirling within him. There had to be something that he could call upon, but… “Let me see. You have a fog dragon?”

      The man scoffed, turning and looking at Dorian. “Is this a game? You sent word, which is most unusual.”

      “Most,” Dorian said. “As is everything else.” He motioned to the lava lake. “Look.”

      The man turned, shrugging. “I’ve seen similar. Why should we be concerned with that?”

      “Because according to him, there is a fully formed dragon inside the lava. Or, there had been. Now we don’t know if there is, and we don’t know if the cooling lava will have harmed the dragon.”

      Ty suspected that whatever had happened would have impacted the dragon, but he didn’t say anything to them. There was no point in continuing to argue.

      “I told you what I saw,” he said to Dorian.

      “Why are we here?” the man asked.

      “You are here, Icarn, because the Dragon Touched have been infiltrated by Lothinal, and they now are attempting to destroy the kingdom using a dragon that’s been hiding in the volcano Ishantil.” Dorian glanced over to Ty for a moment. “I think that about sums it up.”

      Thunder rumbled and there came a streak of lightning, and a small, almost delicate-appearing woman strode forward. She had on a yellow jacket and pants, and the cloak that swirled behind her shoulders struck Ty as the hazy mist of a fog.

      “Dorian. Icarn.” She glanced over at Gayal. “And Gayal. Of course.”

      “Oliana.” Gayal nodded to Ty before striding across and joining him.

      “They have such interesting dragons,” Ty said.

      Gayal glanced at him. “You might have to ignore the dragons. It will be many Tecal, and many dragons. At least, as many as there can be.”

      The other newcomer, Oliana, frowned.

      “What is—”

      Dorian interrupted her and shared the same story that he had imparted to the others.

      “How is it that there have been dragons of such power that we have not seen before? It is unusual, isn’t it?” Oliana asked.

      “Perhaps they have hidden,” Dorian said softly.

      Or perhaps they were dormant, waiting.

      And given what the priests believed about the Manifestation of the Flame, Ty wondered if there was some connection to it.

      Ty had only known about the dragon in the lava because his brother had tossed the egg there, as if he had known that it would hatch, that it would somehow become a part of the power of the volcano. Maybe he had. Albion did serve the Flame, perhaps more so than most who claimed to do so.

      Ty had needed to be here. He needed answers.

      He just wished that he didn’t feel so out of his depth.

      If he had a better connection to the smoke dragon, perhaps he wouldn’t feel that way.

      If he had not come here, he wouldn’t have the opportunity to stop Roson James. And then he wouldn’t have uncovered some truths about his mother, perhaps about his family.

      Several others arrived. There were two other men and two other women, and each of them had strange cloaks of energy that swirled around them, power that suggested it came from dragons.

      If only he could somehow use a cloak in the same way.

      Every so often, a rumbling erupted, an echoing of power that came from someplace nearby, near enough that he knew he needed to be concerned about it. Every so often, he could feel it coming up from Ishantil itself, buried deep as if it were going to erupt. This time, Ty didn’t know if there would be any way to stop the eruption. Maybe Zarinth would be destroyed entirely.

      The others of the Tecal began to surround the lava lake, though he didn’t have a feeling that they did so with any sort of intentionality. He could feel the energy coming off them, but there was nothing more that he could identify. Just the power that was there, some energy that existed, something that suggested that there was a burst of magic, only Ty had no idea whether that magic would be effective.

      Somehow, he knew they needed to stop the attack on the lava dragon.

      “Ty?”

      He glanced back to see Gayal watching him. “I can feel something,” he said.

      “You need to be careful,” she said.

      He frowned, looking out into the distance toward the center of the lava lake. The lava there had hardened completely around the platform.

      “I can feel something,” he said softly.

      “What is it you feel?” Gayal asked, joining him on the platform.

      “Power.” He shook his head. “Maybe it’s nothing more than their magic. I don’t even know anymore, only that I can detect something there, some power that seems like it is trying to draw us.” He closed his eyes. As he did, he could feel the energy of the smoke dragon, that faint and faded sort of power that drifted up from deep within him. The more that he focused on it, the easier it was to feel that power coming to him, only he couldn’t do anything with it. Even as he felt it, he could tell the dragon feared the danger of what was coming. He could tell that the dragon knew there was something taking place, and he could tell he refused to do anything more.

      And why should he?

      He recognized the danger to it.

      And it was a danger.

      Ty closed his eyes and tried to call upon the power within him, trying to focus on the smoke and the heat and the energy, but even when he did there wasn’t anything that he could identify. Just the faint power that persisted.

      It came from the dragon, but it also came from Ishantil.

      He frowned to himself.

      Why should he feel that?

      The mountain trembled again. As it did, he recognized a surge of energy.

      He’d been feeling that for a while, feeling the surging of power, the energy that threatened to come up from someplace deep within the lava lake, but each time that the trembling happened, it retreated once again.

      He recognized it, though. As he felt the background energy, he recognized that there was something more to it, and he recognized that was what he needed to understand. He turned to the cooling lava and focused on the smoke dragon.

      “The other dragon is hurt,” he said softly.

      “What was that?” Gayal asked.

      Ty glanced over at her before shaking his head. “I’m not sure, but we have to help the dragon. We have to save it. We need to do something.”

      Only he had no idea what that something was going to be.

      He had to focus on the other dragon. The smoke dragon.

      The rest of the people with them might not be able to help.

      There was the wind, a dragon that could carry the word of their need, and there were the shadows, the dragons meant to conceal the Tecal’s presence. There was the fog or the cold, he realized as he looked over to see Icarn talking still with Dorian. Lightning. Several others, dragons that he didn’t fully understand, but power that was coming up around them.

      The more that he saw, the more that he began to understand.

      All of the dragons had their own purpose. All of the dragons were used in their own way, and all of the dragons were different. Much like the smoke dragon was different. The smoke dragon would call upon his energy in order to offer protection.

      And he needed that now.

      “I need you to protect that dragon,” he whispered.

      As he focused on that, he could feel the energy of the smoke dragon buried within him, some energy that was calling out to him, a power that he knew he needed to find.

      Then it faded.

      “Please,” he said softly.

      When he did, he thought about the dragon that he’d seen before, the power he had felt from the dragon, and he thought about the trembling that he now detected beneath him.

      There came a trembling again. This time, the trembling came from within him. It happened gradually, but the power and energy began to build, the dragon responding to him, seeming to understand what he asked of it.

      Gradually the smoke began to swirl out.

      And then it headed down.

      “Ty!”

      He glanced over at Gayal and shook his head. “This is what we need to do.”

      “The dragon can’t withstand that,” she said.

      Ty focused on the burning in his belly.

      “The dragon is smoke. Smoke is fire. Fire is the Flame.”

      As the smoke dragon drifted down, he could feel something.

      It began to surround the other distant energy. There was heat, and that heat filled him, letting him flow with it, and it mixed with something more.

      A burst of energy. Of pain.

      It was drawing upon him.

      He remembered too late what Gayal had told him. The dragons were connected to the bonded. They couldn’t exist on their own, and they needed something from their bonded.

      Which was why this hurt him as much as it did.

      It was weakening him.

      Ty looked up at Gayal. “I might’ve made a mistake.”

      Then he collapsed.
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      Ty felt himself getting lifted. Gayal was there, holding onto him, and somehow the shadow dragon started to probe into him. Something else changed too. Wind started to blow around him, and it flowed into him as well.

      The air rumbled, but it wasn’t from deep within Ishantil like it had been before. This was from the sky, from the storm cloud, from the lightning. That energy began to encompass him as well. All of it did. A burst of cold surged around him, filling him. There was heat. A cloud of fog. A swirl of colors. Something that struck him as grass. Dragon after dragon began to latch onto him, each of them giving him a connection to their power, and within it he felt something more.

      Ty could pull on that power.

      He was connected in some way, but it was not any sort of connection that he really understood. They were unique dragons, dragons that had not been seen in the world before, because they had been hidden, bonded in a way that others wouldn’t understand. They were dragons that were bound to Tecal.

      And Ty could use that. Ty was one of the Tecal.

      And he would use that in order to protect this dragon. It would be how he would serve the kingdom. It was a choice that he would make on his own.

      That seemed like it was important. All this time he had been trying to come up with an understanding of what he wanted, time spent first in Zarinth searching for his parents, and then helping his brother, but this was something that he wanted to do, that he felt that he had to do.

      And he felt like he might be the only one who could do it.

      Not as a thief, but as somebody connected to one of the dragons.

      He got to his feet.

      “What are they doing?”

      Gayal looked over at him. “I don’t know. I’ve never seen anything like it before.”

      “You’re not controlling it?”

      “Not at all.”

      The other Tecal had formed a ring around the lava lake, much like the false Order of the Flame had, only this time there were a dozen Tecal, all of them standing with the power of the dragons arcing toward Ty. Gayal held onto him, cradling him, and he wrapped the darkness around him.

      As if to conceal him.

      Hiding him from what the Lothinal magic had done to the lava lake.

      The smoke dragon drew upon his power. He drew upon the connection they had formed, and he drew upon everything within him. With each passing moment, Ty could feel that power beginning to flow, drawing up through him, and it became more than enough.

      The ground started to rumble.

      There came a strange surging, a connection that formed from the smoke dragon, but it also came from something else.

      Heat and energy flared within him.

      He could feel it.

      “You can come back out,” he whispered.

      Gayal watched him, but he didn’t pay any attention to her.

      This was all about the other dragon. This was all about coming back to the smoke dragon, of calling the lava dragon out, of calling to the Flame.

      Pressure began to build in the air.

      Ty had no idea what the pressure was, but it seemed to him that it came from someplace foreign, someplace unpleasant, and it left his skin feeling slick and oily.

      Lothinal magic.

      He had felt that before.

      Ty needed to summon the power quickly. He needed to finish with what he was doing, and he needed to free the lava dragon so that they could face whatever was happening.

      The lava dragon needed to emerge.

      The Flame had to fly.

      Ty called upon that power. He let it fill him.

      It did so slowly, drifting up from someplace buried deep beneath him, from a place where the false Order of the Flame had attempted to seal the lava dragon, only they had not done so completely.

      The dragon had been there. And he went after it.

      Not only him, but the smoke dragon, and all the other dragons, and working together they began to pull on power, summoning it up from some place deep within the ground, from the energy that formed the dragon.

      Heat began to build.

      Ty could feel the ground shifting, rumbling.

      “We need to get moving,” Gayal said.

      Ty pulled away from her.

      He stood on the platform in the center of the lava lake, unmoving. “I don’t think I can,” he said.

      “Ty, if we don’t get out of here—”

      Ty looked over at her, shaking his head. “You can go. I cannot.”

      “Even if it means you won’t survive this?”

      Ty looked down. The lava lake had started to crack. The solidified surface now had lines working through it, and he knew lava threatened to bubble up from deep within.

      “Even if that’s what it means,” he said.

      “You don’t have to do this.”

      Ty looked around at the others. “If the dragon doesn’t come, the Tecal are going to need to defeat Lothinal. You’re going to have to take the fight. And I’m not one who can do that.”

      “Ty—”

      “Gayal. Just let me do this.”

      She watched him for a moment, and then she jumped, the shadow guiding her, helping escort her from platform to platform until she reached the shore.

      Ty turned his attention back to the cracking within the lava lake, and he focused on the energy around him. It came from each of the dragons, but it came from him as well, mingling and mixing and sending power down into the lava lake.

      It was a power he had felt before, though the familiarity and recognition came to him slowly.

      He had known Ishantil his whole life. Ishantil was the volcano, but Ishantil was fire. Ishantil was the Flame. Ishantil was now the dragon.

      He could feel that energy within him, and he turned his attention to it, feeling the energy and the power and the heat, and as he focused on it he tried to use what he could feel, and he tried to connect it to the smoke dragon, trying to wrap that energy around so that they could find something more.

      And that energy was there.

      All he had to do was call upon it.

      It flowed through him. The dragon was there, but the dragon was something more. Ty pushed even more power out. And he latched onto Ishantil.

      The ground continued to rumble. The cracks in the solidified lava started to shake. And then something shifted. Heat built.

      It was a heat unlike anything that he had ever felt before.

      He recognized that heat and could feel it swirling around him, the heat and energy building up all around, becoming something more than he had felt before. Now the once-solidified lava began to flow as it melted.

      As it melted, he used its energy, and he started to separate it out.

      The heat started to flow around him in a way that it hadn’t before, and it melted the stone other than the platforms. There was nothing but the emptiness around him.

      He focused on it, and he could feel the energy, but he could feel something else.

      The lava shattered.

      Something began to appear.

      It was massive.

      It was even larger than it had been before, and as he looked it over, watching the dragon as it pulled itself out of the lava, he wanted to back away, though he couldn’t. Now that he was standing on the platform, the lava began to bubble over the previous platforms, making it so that he couldn’t even move closer to them. He remained frozen in place, stuck where he stood, but he noticed something.

      The smoke began to swirl back toward him, joining him once again as if it were trying to protect him. He could feel it swirling around him, and it began to create a buffer around him. No longer was there heat coming off the dragon as there had been. There was still some heat, some energy, but not like it had been at first.

      Ty stared at the dragon.

      All around him, he could feel the energy of the others as they started to pull away, backing away from the lava dragon, as if afraid of it.

      Ty understood that fear. It was one that he shared, at least in part, though he knew he didn’t need to. The dragon had no intention of harming him. He could feel that from within him.

      More than that, he felt a strange stirring.

      Heat built up within him.

      It was almost as if the dragon were connecting to him.

      Strangely, the dragon continued looking at him, watching him, and there came the persistent power that flowed out from it, streaking toward him, and yet he could not do anything else.

      The dragon pulled itself all the way out of the fire, out of the lava, and then began to circle. At first slowly, hovering above the surface of the lava lake, and then gaining altitude.

      As the dragon began to ascend, Ty could feel power flowing between them, a connection between them, and he could feel that power as it surged.

      The lava dragon.

      He looked around at the others.

      Gayal stood on the shore, watching him.

      Ty couldn’t reach her. He was stuck in the middle, the lava blocking him from going anywhere else, but he didn’t feel afraid.

      Perhaps he should have.

      It was dangerous. The heat coming off the dragon was immense, incredible, but strangely it was not separated from him. He could feel it as if there was some link between him and the dragon.

      The lava dragon roared.

      It was a sound unlike anything he’d ever felt before.

      It cried out, circling above the mountain, power and flame and heat and energy all pouring from the dragon as it circled, and then fire erupted.

      The flames persisted for a long time, and he stared, feeling the heat and energy as it burned up in the sky, recognizing that heat as it streaked away from the dragon, until it finally stopped.

      It circled, flying higher and higher, crying out with a loud roar one more time, and then it began to descend. As the dragon descended, it headed straight toward the lava lake—and toward Ty.

      He couldn’t move.

      Fear coursed through him and the panic that raced inside him left him trembling.

      He had to turn away, but within that thought he realized that he could not.

      He realized the smoke dragon tried to protect him, though he didn’t know if it would make a difference.

      Ty tried to move, but the dragon disappeared into the lava lake.

      A surge of heat washed through him, and then it was gone.

      Once more, Ty tried to move, trying to figure out where to go, what he had felt, but he could not do anything. There was a whisper of wind, a fluttering of power, and then he heard Dorian, as clear as if he were standing right next to him.

      “The dragon did it.”

      Ty tried to turn, but he couldn’t go anywhere. There was only the central platform now within the lava lake, not any of the others that had been here before.

      He tried to call upon the smoke dragon, but it didn’t respond.

      He’d used too much strength, and he was tired.

      A dark shadow streaked toward him and lifted him, sliding him back to shore. Gayal was there.

      “Thank you,” he whispered.

      Ty could scarcely move. His mouth was dry. Everything within him ached, but he felt as if something important had just happened. He didn’t know what it was, only that he could feel it. He was tied to the dragons. He was certain of that.

      The shadows wrapped around him again and there came a sudden surge of movement, and it carried them rapidly to the peak of Ishantil.

      Once there, he looked down and saw the movement of the lava lake, a swirling of power that suggested to him that they had succeeded. They had restored the lava lake and undone whatever the false Order of the Flame had done to it. Now they had only to find Roson James and they could be done with all of this.

      Slowly, he turned.

      It wasn’t just him and Gayal on the peak of Ishantil. Dorian was there, and one by one, the other Tecal joined them, and they all looked to the north.

      The ground was scorched, a deep rent in it where the dragon fire had ripped through, and it left a flowing streak of lava, creating a pathway of power that stretched out and away. It began to roll down the mountainside. The mountain itself trembled a few times before falling still.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      “The dragon,” Gayal said. “It attacked the Lothinal magic.”

      Dorian turned to him, frowning at him. “Did you know it would do that?”

      Ty shook his head. “I had no idea a dragon could even do that.”

      He started laughing. “That is a powerful creature. If somebody could connect to it—”

      “No,” Gayal said.

      Dorian cocked his head the side. “No?”

      “That dragon should not be connected to anyone.”

      “I suppose not. If the dragon represents the Flame…” He turned, looking out and away. “This isn’t over.”

      “No,” Gayal said.

      “If they were willing to come to the kingdom and attack us—”

      “Not just us. The Flame.”

      Dorian stared into the distance. “We have to take the fight to them. They cannot continue this.”

      “We’re going to need to better understand the Lothinal magic,” Gayal said.

      “Yes. Once we do, then we will bring the fight to them.”

      It wasn’t over. Ty knew that deep within his soul. Roson James would not be satisfied to lose again. James had thought that he had somehow stopped them, that he had managed to overpower them, and the fact that he had failed—again—would be more than he could stomach.

      At least they had thwarted his plan, such as it was. He had no idea if James had another plan he intended to carry out, or if there was anything they would be able to do to stop him.

      Ty might need to get his brother involved. Given everything that he had done so far, and how much he had been connected to all of this, he thought that Albion needed to be brought in. Bingham, too.

      He needed answers, and he needed to understand Bingham and what he had learned about his mother, and he also needed to know whether there was anything more that he could do.

      Ty stared into the distance, feeling the energy of the Lothinal magic and how it pressed against what the dragon from Ishantil had done. The way that the dragon had solidified everything, forcing it back.

      That had stopped the spread, though for how long?

      He turned and stared at the lava lake. Every so often, there was a movement within it, as if some part of it flowed, and he could almost imagine that he saw the spread of a dragon’s wings and the hint of a face looking up at him, some hint of power that was coming up from someplace deep within the lava lake, as if the dragon itself were attempting to look upon him.

      Dorian was still talking, and Ty turned to him.

      They were discussing how to defeat Lothinal. Maybe there would be a way, but he didn’t know what that would involve. The Tecal dragons. Which meant he had to understand the connection he had to the smoke dragon.

      And maybe more.

      He looked down into the distance, following the direction of their gazes, and didn’t see anything more than he already had. Still, he could feel that energy and was aware of that power. There was something to it, something more than he had known before, and it was strange.

      Stranger still was how that energy felt deep within him.

      Even though Gayal didn’t think anyone should connect to the dragon of Ishantil, Ty began to wonder if he already had.
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        * * *

      

      Get the next book in The Dragon Thief: The Obsidian Dragon
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      Ty stopped the danger to the kingdom but a new danger emerges.

      While trying to understand his Tecal connection to the smoke dragon, Ty knows Lothinal have not abandoned their plans. Roson James has been stopped but not defeated, and now the Dragon Touched are compromised.

      The key to protecting the kingdom is mastering his dragon connections, but the smoke dragon remains elusive and Ishantil is simply too powerful.

      Finding understanding means chasing the Flame—and the possibility that he might be more than a Tecal. Ty must succeed or Lothinal will destroy not only the kingdom, but the power of the Flame itself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading Smoke and Shadow. I hope you enjoyed it. If you would be so kind as to take a moment to leave a review on Amazon or elsewhere, I would be very grateful.

      I’m also always happy to hear from readers! Email me at dkh@dkholmberg.com. I try to respond to each message. Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook as well!

      Review link HERE.

      

      All my best,

      D.K. Holmberg

      

      p.s. If you haven’t signed up already, subscribe to my newsletter for a few free books as well as to be the first to hear about new releases and the occasional giveaway.

      

      
        
        For more information:

        www.dkholmberg.com
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