
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      The Obsidian Dragon

      



    




The Dragon Thief Book 4

    

    




      
        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

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

    

    
      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        Series by D.K. Holmberg

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      As the volcano trembled, Ty instinctively reacted, looking up to the peak of Ishantil, watching for any sign of glowing that would indicate the volcano was ready to erupt. He knew it was unlikely. The volcano was quiet and had been so ever since the priests had performed their ceremony, dropping the dragon egg into the volcano. There was no reason for him to be worried, but there was a part of him that still trembled.

      He rubbed his hand over his stomach, feeling the heat within his belly, heat that came from the smoke dragon that had bonded to him but barely ever made his presence known. Even now, this close to the volcano, when Ty expected the dragon to react, there was nothing. Just the emptiness.

      “You know, you could behave sometimes,” Ty muttered.

      Passersby on the street look in his direction, likely thinking that he was a little mad. Ever since Ishantil had threatened to erupt, there had been a strangeness to some people within the city. There were far too many who had not fully recovered, Ty among them. Though in his case, it was not because of his experience or anything that left him fearing the volcano itself. It was more about what had happened to him, and how he had changed. And he had definitely changed.

      He paused and looked over to the temple. It was time for him to stop and visit his brother, as it had been for quite some time. Ty needed questions answered, and Albion had those answers, but he wasn’t entirely sure if his brother would provide them. After all, he had held back so many things from Ty already.

      Instead, he made his way toward another location.

      He stopped in front of a small home with the door painted blue. This was where he had first come after his parents disappeared, a place that had been comfortable for him, and a place that had given him safety before he had gone off with Bingham. He approached slowly, and when he knocked, he didn’t have to wait long before Maeve pulled the door open. She glanced past him, looking along the street, as if expecting others to be there.

      “You’re alone,” she said.

      Her gray hair was pulled back in a ponytail, but her eyes were bright and vibrant, as they always had been. Ty couldn’t remember a time when Maeve hadn’t been clear-eyed when she looked at him. It was almost as if she saw things that no one else could.

      “I’m alone,” he said.

      She frowned, tipped her head to the side, and watched him for a moment. “Did something happen?”

      “I don’t know, you mean besides learning the people my mother was connected to were not what I believed?”

      Maeve’s brow darkened, and she waved him in. “What did he tell you?” Maeve asked as Ty headed into her home. The air smelled of the different spices, oils, and herbs that she used in her various concoctions. Maeve was a healer, and a skilled one, often using different treatments than most within the city had ever experienced.

      He glanced over to her. “Why? Did you lie about something, too?” His eyes hardened.

      “It’s just the way you are looking. You seem like you learned something.”

      Ty had come here because he was convinced that Maeve knew more than she had let on. There were answers here, he was certain. But the challenge would be finding them and learning who he could and couldn’t trust.

      “It’s Bingham,” Ty said.

      Maeve turned to the stove, put a kettle on, and began to scoop spices into two mugs. “Of course it’s Bingham. You wouldn’t have come here unless it was Bingham. Then again, I hadn’t seen you for years, other than passing, and now you keep popping up.” She glanced over to Ty. “Not that I can complain,” she went on. “I missed you, Ty.”

      Truth be told, he had missed her, as well. There was something comforting about Maeve. Ever since losing his mother, he hadn’t had anybody around him who treated him the way Maeve did. She was maternal but also demanding. She had wanted the best for him and had expected it in return.

      In some ways, that was like his mother, but his mother had not demanded anything from him. She had been willing to let him choose his own path, and had never minded his curiosity, and had never minded the fact that Ty had not possessed the same drive as Albion.

      “He knew her better than he let on,” Ty said. He leaned toward Maeve, taking a seat at the table, and rested his elbow. He waited until she poured hot water onto the spices, stirred it, and handed him a mug. “But he still won’t tell me anything substantial.”

      “Maybe there’s a reason behind it?”

      This was the other reason that Ty had wanted to come here. He didn’t know for sure whether Maeve would be honest with him or not. He’d hoped that she would reveal what she knew about his heritage, such as it was, whether there had been any others in his family who were Tecal.

      “What do you remember about my mother?” Ty asked, bringing the tea up to his nose and taking a long sniff. “What do you really remember?”

      “I didn’t know her as well as Bingham. I don’t think anyone knew her as well as he did. She was a proud woman, and she was incredibly skilled. Most who come here to Zarinth do so out of necessity, but I think she came here out of a desire to be in Zarinth. That’s rare, Ty.”

      “I thought we were always here,” Ty said softly. “I didn’t know that we came from some other place.”

      “I’m not entirely sure you did. Your mother and your father, however, are different.”

      “Really?”

      Maeve shrugged. “I don’t want you to read too much into what I’m saying. I didn’t know them as well as Bingham did. At least, as well as he knew your mother.” Maeve looked away. “He knew her from some time before.”

      “Before when?”

      “Honestly, Ty,” Maeve said, setting her mug down on the table and dropping into the seat across from him. “These are questions that you can ask him.”

      “I’m going to ask him,” Ty said. “But the issue is that I don’t know whether Bingham will tell me the truth.”

      “It’s like that, is it?”

      “He trained me to be a thief, Maeve.”

      “I believe you have some ownership in that as well. He may have trained you, but you were the one who accepted that training. Willingly, I might add. You had an alternative opportunity, but you chose that one.”

      “I chose it because it was the only thing that might offer me the opportunity to find out what happened to them.”

      “You don’t know if that’s the truth or not.” She had that look in her eyes, the one that she always did when this argument started.

      It was an old argument between the two of them. Maeve had been disappointed when he had gone off to work with Bingham, and even now, it seemed as if she had not fully forgiven him. Not that Ty could blame her. He had gone away from her teachings, and no longer even remembered some of the basics that she had him trained for. She had wanted him to be something more and had hoped that he could work with her. At the same time, he remembered Maeve always telling him that he was born for something more. It was that which had brought him here today. He just had to find a way to tease the information out of her.

      “If I hadn’t had the funds to buy information, I would’ve never learned that they headed west.”

      Maeve snorted, bringing her tea up and taking a long drink. “Again, you don’t know that. You’re relying upon the word of a traveling merchant, and one who isn’t all that reliable, I might add. I’ve heard the stories of her. Heading in and out of here, traveling across the border, and even beyond.” She shook her head. “The stories that spread from her are—”

      “You can’t blame Maggie for this, either.”

      Maeve regarded him for a long moment. “You would protect her?”

      “I’m not trying to upset her. Nor am I trying to upset you. I’m just trying to…” Ty wasn’t exactly sure what he was trying to do at this point. The only thing that he really knew was that he had come thinking that she might have something to offer him. “Do you have anything of hers?”

      “Why do you think I would?”

      “Because I remember you mentioning something,” he admitted.

      Maeve watched him, and then she breathed out slowly. “I shouldn’t be the one to share this with you,” she muttered. She got up, headed to the back of her home, and disappeared for a few moments. Ty watched, waiting for her to return. Finally, I found it.

      There had been countless times where he had searched through his childhood home, hoping for something that would help him remember more about his parents, to learn more about what had happened, and to understand why his mother, father, and brother had disappeared, leaving him alone. He had come to his own sort of peace with his brother and the reason that Albion had disappeared. By following the Flame, Albion was convinced that he was serving some higher purpose, much the same way that Ty had believed that finding his parents served a higher purpose.

      When Maeve returned, she carried a lacquered wood box. She set it on the table in front of him.

      “What is this?”

      “Your mother sent word before she left,” Maeve said. “I didn’t know that it was the last time she was going to leave, so don’t you start questioning whether I betrayed you, because I didn’t. I have been nothing if not faithful to you, Ty.”

      He glanced up from the lacquered box, and he held her gaze. “I never accused you of anything else.”

      “No, you did not, but I’ve been around you long enough to know the way your mind works. I know that if you think someone has misled you, or perhaps betrayed you, you are going to have issues with it. And to be honest, I can’t blame you.” She pushed the box across the table to him. “She told me that if she wasn’t back within a week, I was to go fetch this.”

      “This wasn’t in our home,” Ty said.

      He ran his hand along the surface of the box. It was smooth, and slightly warm. It reminded him somewhat of the obsidian dragon relics that he had gathered, the same kind of dragon relics his mother had always favored.

      “No,” she said. “This wasn’t in your home. And she wasn’t going to leave it anywhere you could find. Had you not progressed as you have, I wasn’t even going to show it to you.”

      Ty paused, looking over to Maggie. “Progressed as I have?”

      How much did Maeve know about what he had been doing? Could she know that he’d been training as a Tecal?

      “She left instructions. I was to provide this to you or your brother when you reached a specific maturity. She was vague about that, but I assumed she wanted me to be the one to judge. When I first began working with you, I thought you’d find that maturity as you learned my craft. But then you ran off with Bingham, and I started to question if you’d ever become mature enough. After you left Zarinth, it seemed that you’d begun to find your place in the world, running around with that Tecal woman. I’ve seen the two of you together.” She grinned. “You make quite the couple.”

      Ty smirked, and he could only imagine Gayal’s reaction at hearing that she thought the two of them were a couple. “I don’t think she views me that way.”

      “Maybe only because you don’t view yourself that way.”

      “I’m still trying to figure things out,” Ty muttered.

      “Well, I can’t say that you are mature. At least, not to my assessment of maturity. I don’t think this is how your mother wanted you to acquire this. But then again, I can’t say that she was very clear in her instructions, either—just enough to know that you, or your brother, should be the ones to take this.”

      “Why did you never give it to Albion?”

      “When he ran off with the priesthood, there was never the opportunity.”

      Ty ran his hand along the box again. “What’s inside here?”

      “That’s for you, Tydornen.”

      He opened the box and looked inside. Ty wasn’t sure what he expected. It was a box that was filled with something his mother had left him, a box that had been bequeathed to him, but given to him indirectly. A box that his mother had wanted him to have if something were to happen to her.

      He wasn’t expecting there to be three small obsidian figurines inside.

      He lifted the first one. It was small, barely palm sized, and slightly warm. The level of detail on the figurine was exquisite. It almost looked like a piece from a game board, but it was somehow something more. The next was a dragon with its wings spread, its tail curled around, and he could imagine flames shooting from this miniaturized dragon’s mouth. The last was small, squat, and covered in spikes.

      “Why this?” Ty asked, looking up at her.

      “I never understood your mother. She was interesting, to say the least. Unique in her own way. If only there was some way that I could have helped her, but I don’t know what could’ve been done for her.”

      “You wonder if you might’ve been able to save her?”

      “I wonder if it would’ve been possible,” she said softly. She looked over to him. “I didn’t want this life for you, Ty. I don’t think she wanted this life for you. I think if it were up to her, she would have saved you. She would have found a way to keep you from stealing, and perhaps the danger that you’ve allowed yourself to get caught up in.”

      Ty closed the box and looked up at her. “Danger?”

      “You don’t think you’ve been in any danger? I seem to recall a young man coming to me with a dragon-bone crossbow bolt sticking out of his shoulder that needed healing. Perhaps that’s not a sign of danger, or maybe I’m mistaken in that, as well.”

      Ty chuckled. “Well, I did get caught in that. It’s not like I wanted to, though. I got dragged into dealing with Lothinal attacking the kingdom.”

      “I know, Ty.” She sat back, cupping her tea. “What do you think you will do about it?”

      “Maybe I can show Bingham,” Ty said. “Then again, with Bingham, I have no idea what he might even share with me. He’s been secretive.”

      “Perhaps he has good reason.”

      “And he has a past that’s more than what I imagined.”

      “We all have a past,” Maeve said.

      Ty looked over to her, expecting her to elaborate, but she did not.

      “You didn’t know anything else about her?”

      “Nothing I can share with you now,” she said.

      “Which means that you have something more you could share with me.”

      “If only there was,” she said. “How long will you be in the city?”

      “Well, we’ve been investigating the border with Lothinal, watching for signs of what are known as the Order threatening to invade again, but thankfully things have been calm. I’m hopeful we will return to the capital soon.”

      “I never would’ve taken you for one to want to end up in the capital.”

      It was Ty’s turn to be taciturn with his response. “There wasn’t much left for me in the city,” he said.

      It wasn’t exactly true, but it was true enough. Once Ishantil had threatened to erupt, and he had started to vacate, he had found that there was really nothing else here for him. And then Bingham’s shop had burned, leaving him with nothing. But it was more than that. It was about Ty coming to understand what it meant for him to be a Tecal.

      The smoke dragon fluttered in his belly again, as if the dragon wanted to alert him to something. Ty didn’t know what it was and didn’t know if the dragon remained active on his behalf, or if the dragon simply became active from time to time.

      He finished his tea, looking at the lacquered box, before smiling at Maeve. “I’ll come and visit you before I leave.”

      “Don’t make promises you don’t intend to keep, Ty.”

      “I do appreciate everything you’ve done for me.”

      She nodded. “I know you do. It’s why I keep holding out hope for you.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because I still believe that you’ll find the happiness that you deserve. I still believe you’ll find your purpose.”

      “What if I think I am finding it?”

      “Are you?”

      Ty didn’t know. And maybe it didn’t even matter. At this point, he was trying to understand what it meant for him to be Tecal. That was enough. Eventually, he would have to decide what it meant for him to need to serve the kingdom. He had no idea how he felt about that. For so long, he had been caught up in stealing from the kingdom for himself. Now it was surprising, and strange, for him to feel the need to serve the king himself.

      “She was a good woman.”

      “My mother?”

      Maeve nodded. “I didn’t know her well, but I know she’d seen more than most. I could see it in her eyes. She had seen something, and likely was staying away from something. I don’t know what it was, and doubt that even Bingham would know, or perhaps he would. Maybe he will tell you if you ask kindly.”

      “I doubt it,” Ty muttered.

      “Not with that kind of attitude, Ty.”

      He chuckled. “Why do you think that she had seen something?”

      “Because while she was often happy, there were times when she would stare off into the distance, and she had that morose look of person who contemplated what they had lost. I’ve seen it before with people who come to me. Usually, they’re much older than your mother, which makes me wonder just how much she might’ve seen before she came to Zarinth. It must’ve been horrible.”

      Ty couldn’t help but wonder if it might have to do with everything else that his mother had done since she was here. She had always been searching for dragon relics, but it didn’t fit with the description that Maeve gave.

      “What do you think she was after?”

      “To be honest, I don’t really know. Maybe just answers.”

      They sat in silence for a moment. Ty got to his feet, tucking the box under his arm. He gave Maeve a hug and then went out into the street. Once there, he looked up at Ishantil. There was a faint trembling again, a steady rumbling. It built heavily, and though he could feel that rumbling around him, he wasn’t sure if there was any danger to him.

      Before he headed too deep into the city, he began to feel something pulling on him. It was from the dragon, he was certain of it. This close to Ishantil, and the other Tecal, Ty had come know that feeling, and he recognize that it came from Gayal or Dorian or one of the other Tecal.

      They wanted him.

      Maybe they’d found something.

      He wanted to uncover what Roson James and the other Order members were up to so they could return to the capital, and he could return to his training and understand his dragon. It was time for him to go.
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      Ty hadn’t gone very far in the city when he noticed the pair of Dragon Touched.

      They had a distinct appearance to them, but it was less than about their appearance than it was about the fact that they were in the city at all. He worried about their sudden appearance. Ever since the Dragon Touched and Roson James had attacked, he’d been especially concerned about them. He was the only one of the Tecal who had that fear, though.

      He could feel the drawing of the dragon. He wasn’t sure if it was Ishantil or if it was simply the smoke dragon that pulled on him, but before heading up the slope, he felt that he needed to investigate something else. He could take the time follow the Dragon Touched. Gayal would have to understand.

      A hint of steam rose from the distant sight of Ishantil. There was no trembling, nothing to suggest that the volcano might erupt at any moment, for which he was thankful. His time in the city had proven uneventful for the most part. He supposed that he should be thankful of that. Though every so often, he found himself wondering if there might be more to Ishantil, especially given what he had felt.

      He knew he needed to be careful.

      Ty weaved through the crowd. People had returned to the city in droves. Ever since Roson James and the Dragon Touched had been defeated, and the threat to the city had resolved, more and more people had poured out of the capital and headed through the jungle and toward the city. Perhaps it was the fact that the king had put out word that Lothinal had been defeated.

      Ty wasn’t sure that it had been.

      “Watch where you’re going,” someone said as they elbowed past him.

      Ty glanced over, and the smoke dragon flared within him briefly. It was a surge of power that flowed from the dragon, through him, as if the dragon wanted to offer a measure of protection. It was probably unnecessary. He didn’t need any protection from the people of the city.

      It was one of the Dragon Touched, but not one that he’d been following.

      They carried a pale white dragon remnant in one hand.

      Ty didn’t recognize the person, though he didn’t recognize many of the Dragon Touched.

      “I’m sorry,” Ty said. “Can I help you?”

      The man had a long face, and he frowned with a sour expression as he glowered at Ty. “Do you think you have the right to speak to me?”

      How was it that Gayal and Dorian didn’t understand that the Dragon Touched posed a danger?

      Ty felt as if he’d been trying to convince them of that truth, but they viewed the Dragon Touched as still loyal to the king, though he knew better. Perhaps some of them were, but increasingly, Ty didn’t know how many that might be. Others had to be loyal to Roson James. He wouldn’t have maintained his grip on the Dragon Touched as tightly as he had otherwise.

      “Perhaps you don’t recognize this,” Ty said, revealing the small medallion he wore that one of the Dragon Touched should be able to use to identify him as Tecal. Gayal had given it to him after having defeated Roson. Ty wasn’t entirely sure that he wanted to wear it openly, which was why he kept it beneath his shirt. Times like these forced him to be more open about his connection to the throne.

      The man frowned, pressing his lips together, and started to move his hand, the one holding the dragon remnant. He pulled it out, as if he were going to point it at him.

      Ty had to wait. The smoke dragon could respond. He was certain that it would.

      There was nothing. It was almost as if the dragon didn’t care that he had someone like this attempting to threaten him.

      Or perhaps there was no threat, and therefore no danger. That was the only thing that the smoke dragon seemed to respond to.

      “Lower it,” a voice said from a nearby alleyway.

      There was another Dragon Touched, this one shorter and younger, with a shock of yellowish hair.

      Ty didn’t recognize him, either. It wasn’t that he would recognize all of the Dragon Touched. His time in the capital, studying with the Tecal, had put him into greater contact with more of the Dragon Touched, but he had only come to know a few of them.

      “You heard me,” the man said.

      Ty glowered at him.

      The man from the alleyway stepped forward. “Don’t mind them. They’ve been away from the city too long. They tend to forget the way things work, and there never were many Tecal to begin with.”

      At least this man seemed to recognize his medallion. “That’s something that will change,” Ty said.

      The younger man watched him for a moment, then he started to grin. “By the Flame, I certainly hope so. We could use more Tecal.”

      “Is that right?”

      “With the kind of business that we’ve been dealing with these days, it seems to me that it would be more than helpful to have the Tecal around.” He leaned forward. “I was here when Ishantil nearly erupted.”

      Ty tensed. Did this man know him?

      “Heard the role the Tecal had. Can’t say that I know what to make of it. It’s the kind of thing that doesn’t really make a whole lot of sense to someone like me, but I’m willing to acknowledge when I don’t understand a thing.” He glanced back at the other Dragon Touched.

      “That’s for the best,” Ty said. “What can you tell me about—”

      Ty began to feel the steady burning within him again. He glanced up to Ishantil, but there was no trembling, nothing more than the traditional steam that rose around it. The mountaintop wasn’t even visible in the daylight. There was a hint of a fog that hung above the upper reaches of the mountain, the jungle obscuring everything else.

      “What do you want me to tell you about?” the Dragon Touched asked.

      In the distance, Ty noticed one of the Dragon Touched doing something near a building, the dragon remnant in their hand glowing with a soft orange light, some flame that Ty could see, but could not exactly tell what they were doing with it.

      The pull deep within him called out. He wasn’t sure what it was, nor why he should feel it so strongly. It surged again.

      Could it be that they were doing something here?

      He frowned. “It seems I need to get moving,” Ty said. He needed to investigate the Dragon Touched, but he would do it in a way that they wouldn’t know that he investigated them.

      The other man shrugged, but then flashed a smile. “We’d be happy to welcome the Tecal to work with us in the city. We need to make sure order is maintained. That’s what the king wants from us, you know.”

      Ty wasn’t sure if the man was telling him the truth. Out here, closer to Lothinal, where it was simply over Ishantil, it would be easier for the Dragon Touched to have been corrupted by Roson James. “I plan on working with the Dragon Touched soon. As do the other Tecal.”

      The man watched him, and then nodded, as if he expected nothing less. But as Ty turned, heading toward Ishantil, he couldn’t help but feel as if the man’s gaze was on him.

      Ty slipped his hand into his pocket, feeling the items that Maeve had given him as he headed away, the heat still flaring within him, and the call of the dragons drawing upon him. By the time he reached the edge of the city, he had passed several other Dragon Touched, and was no more comfortable with what he observed from them than he had been the very first time.

      He found his way through the jungle, moving quickly, and it wasn’t until he neared the lava lake when that sensation began to ease. The power of the massive lava pit spilled out into a pool, leaving a heat rising up around Ty. The energy was incredible, but he had grown to know it quite well, a feeling of power that he had always been aware of when he had been growing up in this area—a sense of energy and of something more.

      Even with his eyes closed, he could feel the power of the lava flow here. The pool that bubbled occasionally, giving off the energy of Ishantil, reminded him of everything that he had ever known since he was a young child. Now that he had connected to the smoke dragon, however faintly that might be, he still could feel that energy, but was not impacted quite as much.

      A loud shriek from out in the forest caught his attention, splitting the silence around him. The velum, violent creatures that lived in the jungle, were irritated today.

      “Why did they cry like that?” Dorian asked.

      Ty looked over to see Dorian standing along the shoreline of the lava lake, his arms crossed in front of him as he studied the heat. He had lost almost all of the dragons he had connected to, leaving him only the shadow dragon, which he wrapped around him like a cloak of darkness. Every so often, it would flutter, making a faint movement as the dragon he connected to reacted, but then it stopped. It seemed almost as if Dorian attempted to withdraw into that cloak, the same way that he had withdrawn ever since losing his connection to the dragons.

      “We’ve never known,” Ty said. “The velum prowl these trees, and they seem to be connected in some way, but…” He shrugged, looking up at the jungle canopy and seeing nothing there other than what he already had. There was only the swaying of the branches from some unfelt breeze, but there was little more than that.

      “I find it unsettling,” Dorian said. Wrinkles formed around the corners of his eyes, deepening his scowl further.

      Since surviving the attack, Dorian had looked much older than when Ty had first met him. Even now, in the time since the attack, when he should have recovered, Dorian still looked older than Ty thought he was. Though Ty would never tell him that.

      “You get used to it,” Ty said, tearing his gaze away and turning back to the lava lake. He had come along with Dorian to scout the shoreline, but he had also come with another purpose.

      Ever since the attack, Ty believed himself connected to the dragon buried within the lava lake, and he thought that if he could reach for that power that he might find some connection to that dragon, though so far, he’d been unsuccessful in doing so.

      It irritated him.

      Not only did he have a struggle with the smoke dragon—though the longer that he worked with it, the closer he came to a stable connection with it—he also struggled with this dragon.

      Of the two of them, the lava dragon should be the easier one for him. Not because of the power, though Ty suspected the lava dragon was far more powerful than the smoke dragon, but because of his lifetime proximity to Ishantil, and his knowledge of that power. He would’ve expected that would have granted him some better innate connection, a kind of understanding. Only it hadn’t.

      “I don’t care to get used to it.” Dorian frowned as he stared across the lava lake. “Once we finish our patrol of this area and clear it out, I intend to return to the capital.”

      “Just you?”

      Ty straightened, and found Gayal patrolling along the tree line, her dark shadow cloak hanging motionless. She was a petite but striking figure, and with her dark hair and matching black eyes, she looked almost as if she were carved out of the shadows themselves. Connecting to a shadow dragon seemed fitting, especially given how powerful the shadow dragon had made her.

      “She has other responsibilities.” Dorian turned Ty. “As will you.”

      Ty snorted. “You want me to return to my training. I get that.”

      It was a far cry from the days that he’d spent sneaking, thieving, and looking for the next score. Now he was respectable, in a way. He still couldn’t reveal to everybody what he could be and what he could do, but that didn’t mean that he didn’t have some respectability. In time, he would progress and become one of the king’s Tecal, something that seemed impossible even a few months ago.

      Dorian’s eyes were clouded by a darkness that had lingered in his eyes ever since losing his dragons. He looked older, haggard, and had begun to seem almost lost. “None of us will be able to keep training. If they push their attack, we will all be needed.”

      Most of the Tecal had returned to their posts after the attack. With Dorian no longer having access to his wind dragon, they wouldn’t be able to send word to them as easily but given that Lothinal had proven a willingness and an interest in attacking, they had to be vigilant. There was only so much the Dragon Touched could do to protect the kingdom. The Tecal, and their dragons, offered a different layer of protection.

      “What if they’re still attacking?” Ty asked. “When I was in Zarinth, I ran into the Dragon Touched—”

      “They are not the problem,” Dorian said curtly.

      “Are you—are we—sure? Roson James led them long enough that he has to have influenced them. What if he uses them against us?” He wanted to remind Dorian that they had few enough Tecal the way it was but knew that wasn’t necessary.

      “We’ve been keeping watch,” Gayal said softly. “It’s the rest of Lothinal we must be concerned with.”

      He glanced from her to Dorian. He shouldn’t push the issue of the Dragon Touched, though he was sure that they were wrong. They couldn’t be sure if they could trust them. Ty certainly didn’t.

      If nothing else, he would keep an eye on them himself.

      “How long do you think we have?” Ty asked.

      Dorian stared off into the distance, and the shadow cloak fluttered for a moment, as if he were losing control over the dragon. “We have dealt with the threat of Lothinal incursion along the border for many years. None of us have really known how they resisted, but now that we understand they have access to some dark power, we will have to be ready. We will have to fight.” He looked over the lava lake and fell silent.

      Ty took a deep breath, and he tried to reach for the energy of the smoke dragon, straining to feel for that burning power buried within him, but it simply didn’t respond.

      Occasionally, he could feel the smoke dragon fluttering through him, a stirring of burning energy that suggested to him that the smoke dragon would respond, but then it disappeared altogether, leaving him thinking that the smoke dragon had abandoned him.

      How could he ever control that feeling? There was a measure of understanding that Ty needed, and as much as he believed that it came from trying to control that energy, it was more about finding what the dragon needed from him so that he could ensure the two of them could work together. The burning deep within him came more easily these days, but not easy. Never easy. He had to control that.

      But it was more than just that burning he needed to master. It was the strange connection that he also had to the dragon in the lava lake. It was one that Ty had not come to control at all, though increasingly he thought that he would need to. Somehow, he was going to have to find a way to master that connection as well.

      “I’m curious to see what Lothinal looks like from the peak of Ishantil,” Ty said. “Especially after what they did, and how they tried to push on our lands, and the way that they thought to influence the Flame. There has to be something that we might be able to find. Perhaps some way of tracking them, and—”

      “You will find nothing.” The gaze she turned on him suggested that she knew why he asked. Not that he expected to see evidence of the Lothinal working with the Dragon Touched, but he wouldn’t be surprised if he were to see that. “We have found nothing. Others far more experienced than you have gone looking and have not uncovered anything. But that’s not to say that you don’t need to be ready.”

      “You will be asked to participate,” Dorian said. “Which is why you must continue your training. You need to get control over that dragon.”

      At least Ty no longer feared that Dorian was trying to steal the dragon from him, nor worry about him trying to siphon that energy off. Though every so often, Ty could feel Dorian focusing on him, as if Dorian wanted to try and see if he could detect the dragon, and if he might be able to pull on it the way that he had when Ty had first been training.

      These days, the dragon, when he was aware of it, remained wrapped up within him. It was almost as if the dragon wanted to ensure his safety, though he wasn’t sure if that was all it was. Maybe it just wanted to ensure its own safety.

      Ty wanted to say something more to Dorian but decided against it. In the time since the attack, some aspect of him had changed, and Ty knew better than to continue to press him. Instead, Ty made his way over to Gayal and joined her as she stood within the tree line. The trees around the lava lake were tall, and some of them had charred trunks from where the flame touched them, burning along their surface but leaving the leaves untouched. There came an occasional rustle in the trees suggesting that the velum were there and watching, but they never made their presence fully known. Heat radiated off of the lava lake, unpleasant, but something Ty had grown accustomed to. It was a dry heat, not the humidity of the rest of the surrounding jungle, and nothing at all like the strangely arid heat of Carn. Gayal had her head tipped off to the side, and for a moment, Ty thought she might be listening to something, but that didn’t seem to be the case.

      Instead, she had tendrils of shadows stretching away from her, slipping along the ground and gliding away from her. She was testing for something.

      “What are you doing?” Ty asked.

      “I’m searching,” she said.

      “Do you think that they remain here?”

      She glanced over to him, her own shadow cloak completely immobile, the way that it had been ever since Ty had first encountered her. There was always a determined tilt to her jaw and always a hint of irritation from within her, though this time Ty didn’t feel as if it were directed at him. She flicked her gaze over to Dorian and watched him with the same intensity that she had once watched Ty.

      “Not here, but I suspect that they have not finished with what they are after. We have spent generations keeping from Lothinal the truth of the Tecal, and in all of that time, we have succeeded, using our connection to the dragons, along with the Dragon Touched, to defend our borders from them. And now they know the truth.” When she looked back to Ty, the darkness had faded from her eyes, becoming something different. “We have lost people to Lothinal. Far too many. But we have never truly understood how, either.”

      “You knew they had some sort of magic,” Ty said.

      “We thought that it was tied to the connection to the remnants, the same as we had. There’s no reason that they should not have Dragon Touched.”

      “Or Tecal,” Ty offered.

      She inhaled deeply. “Perhaps not. And maybe that has been our mistake. We have never looked for any evidence of Tecal within their lands.”

      From what Ty had seen, it wasn’t dragon magic that had attacked them. He didn’t know exactly what it was that they had used upon them, only that there had been some power similar to what he had seen when battling them within the capital. A dark magic that had reminded him of the shadow dragons but was not quite the same.

      Gayal looked off into the distance, looking through the jungle, and Ty debated how to approach her with his questions, not sure how she might react when he shared his concern. But he needed to say something.

      “Is Dorian going to be alright?” Ty made a point of keeping his voice low, not wanting the words to carry, and the humidity of the trees around them seemed to diminish some of it. “Since losing his dragons, he has been different.”

      “As would you,” Gayal said. “Once you forge the connection, losing it is hard. It’s like losing a family member, only worse.”

      “I’ve been trying to talk to my dragon so that I can know what he might need from me. I was hoping that I could learn the way that you, Dorian, and the rest of the Tecal can travel with your dragons, but he seems like he’s trying to keep that secret from me.” Ty focused on the burning buried within him. That connection seemed easy enough for him to feel, even if he couldn’t detect anything more from it. It was there, buried within him, hidden in a way that seemed as if the dragon wanted him to find that connection, but also as if the dragon was not sure how to exert anything more.

      Gayal glanced over to him. “I don’t think the dragon will talk to you.”

      “I don’t know if it can or not, but when I talk to him, it almost seems as if it is easier for me to connect. Does that make any sense?” He looked over to Gayal, who had a deep frown. Her cloak fluttered, and the dragon continued to move, wriggling on her shoulders, as if she were releasing her hold over it.

      “I never gave much thought to trying to talk to my dragon. Perhaps there is something to it.”

      Ty started to smile. “I can’t believe you’re saying that I have a good idea.”

      Gayal smiled tightly. Before she had a chance to say anything more, one of the velum cried out in the trees, a shriek of sound that carried. He looked up, curious at what had drawn their attention. When the Order had been here and Roson James had been leading them, the velum had been unsettled, almost as if they had known what they had intended. But since then, they had fallen silent again.

      “I’d like to connect to the dragon so that I can fly through the forest and investigate this better,” Ty said.

      “I think flying might be a bit of an extreme description,” Gayal said. “The way that we travel with the dragons is letting them wrap us in our power.”

      “And then you fly,” Ty said.

      Gayal pressed her lips into a tight frown. “You have traveled by dragon power before.”

      “I have, but I also tell you what’s happening. There’s something that wraps around me, some sense of energy that engulfed me, and then…”

      And then they moved positions. That was the only way Ty could describe it.

      Beyond that, there was nothing.

      Still, it was an incredible sense. If he were able to do something like that, if he were able to find a way to travel in the same manner, then he wouldn’t be limited, at least not staying with Gayal door Dorian or even within the confines of Ishantil and Zarinth where they had been studying.

      Unfortunately, there was no sign of any way for him to travel with the dragon. All he felt was the unsettled feeling.

      There was the burning. That was the first sense that he had of the dragon. Or dragons. Ty didn’t know if there were two dragons that he had connected to, as the dragon within the lava of Ishantil might actually have connected to him as well. And every so often, he could feel a swirling of energy around him, as if the smoke dragon intended to reveal itself, but then it faded. From what he had been able to ascertain, the smoke dragon was mostly concerned with trying to offer a measure of protection to him, nothing more than that. And unless he was in danger, the dragon did not, or perhaps would not, react.

      He didn’t know about the other dragon, though. He had come to think of that dragon as Ishantil, as it felt fitting, but he wasn’t sure what that dragon needed, nor did he know what that dragon wanted. If he could come to terms with that, it seemed to Ty that he might become a true Tecal, whatever that meant for him.

      More than that, he wasn’t exactly sure if that was what he wanted. Becoming a true Tecal meant that he would have to serve the king, and though he wanted to understand his connection to the dragons, he also didn’t necessarily care to serve the king so much as he had wanted to find his parents.

      Or he hadn’t cared to serve the king until he had seen what someone like Roson James had been willing to do to the kingdom.

      The velum shrieked again.

      “Perhaps we should look into this,” Gayal said, frowning.

      Ty stared into the jungle. He couldn’t see anything but suspected there was something out there, even if he couldn’t see it. And if Lothinal attacked again—likely with the Dragon Touched—they needed to be prepared. He might be the only one who believed there was a real danger—but he would make sure that he, at least, was ready.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      There came another velum shriek, this one strangely pained. Ty signaled to Gayal to slow, and they did so. The shadow dragon cloak fluttered for a moment, falling still.

      He listened, turning his head to look into the dense canopy all around him. “The velum don’t usually call out like that, but when they do, it signifies that something is happening in the forest. I don’t know if this is Roson James—”

      “Roson James has not returned,” she said.

      “Like I said,” Ty went on. “I don’t know if this is Roson James, or if this is something else in the forest. There are plenty of hunters who will trap the velum.” He looked over to her. “There are places within the kingdom where their fur is valuable, places where their meat is prized. And those of us who have lived around them are accustomed to that sound.” He noticed the distinctive sign of the velum trap in a tree nearby. He carefully made his way toward it, and then motioned overhead. “It’s a snare. You can see it from the ground, which can be good and bad. For the hunters, they like it because sometimes the velum come down to the jungle ground and scavenge.” Talking about it like that felt strange, especially as there were far too many people who believed the velum were mindless creatures, but Ty had begun to feel otherwise. “So they want to have a way to catch the velum on the forest floor, not just when they’re in the trees.”

      “The king doesn’t care for them,” Gayal said. When Ty looked over, she shrugged. “In his mind, they are a nuisance, and he would much rather not have to deal with them. Too many Dragon Touched are harassed by them when they navigate through the jungle.”

      Ty laughed softly. “They are harassed because the velum are attracted to dragon remnants.”

      “Not just remnants,” she said.

      Ty had never heard that they were drawn to relics. “If that were the case, then all we would have to do to find relics would be to follow the velum through the jungle. I know that’s not all that’s necessary, though. I’ve tried.” He hadn’t tried with that much intensity, but he had certainly gone looking for any sign that the velum might offer about where they were heading.

      Another shriek caught his attention, deeper into the forest.

      Ty glanced up at the trap, unsheathed his dragon-bone dagger, and cut it free. When Gayal glanced over to him, he shrugged. “I don’t like the hunters trapping them. I never have.” He headed through the jungle, making his way toward the sound, but wasn’t sure where it was guiding them.

      He could hear the shrieking. It was near enough that he could follow the sound, though, as he headed toward it, he found Gayal using her shadow cloak more carefully, keeping it fluttering around her, as if she were concerned about what might happen.

      “I didn’t realize you were afraid of the velum,” Ty said. “They aren’t going to attack you.”

      “It is not them I fear,” she said, her voice soft.

      Shadows swirled around her, coming off of her cloak, and they drifted out and around, creating a strange contour to the forest floor. There were always shadows beneath the canopy, but with the way that her dragon cloak fluttered, stretching out, looking almost like wings as they did, Ty felt the shadows shifting and moving, swirling in unusual ways.

      “I can’t imagine there’s anything out here,” he said, looking over to her.

      “I would agree, but I hadn’t thought there was anything within the lava lake, either.”

      “The jungle has been extensively explored. There are plenty of artifacts around the peak of Ishantil, but nothing that useful.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “As sure as I can be. I might have spent some time here.”

      Gayal laughed softly, and one of the velum cried out again. Every so often, Ty caught movement in the trees above, and he knew that the velum were following them, though didn’t know if they were stalking after them.

      He didn’t think that one was captured. That sound was a different one, mournful, angry, and usually followed by the shrieks of other velum. Which meant that it might come from the disturbance within the forest.

      If that were the case, did it mean that Roson and the others had come?

      “We could call Dorian,” Ty said.

      Gayal looked back in the direction that they had come. There was still the energy of the lava lake, but it was faint enough that he knew it was distant from him.

      “Dorian still struggles,” Gayal said. “That’s the reason he comes back to the lava lake as often as he does. It’s more than just his curiosity about looking for the Order of the Flame. He’s looking for his dragons.”

      Ty breathed out slowly. “I didn’t know.”

      “He won’t say it, and when I’ve asked, well… He won’t say it. I know that’s what he’s doing, though I have a hard time thinking that there’s any way to recover the dragons. Perhaps if they were dragons bound to smoke or flame… but he lost different dragons.”

      “There were others that were sacrificed,” he said.

      “I know,” Gayal said. “And he does as well. He’s thankful that he still has a singular connection, but he’s hopeful that he could find another.”

      “How difficult is it to find another dragon?” Ty asked.

      “It can be incredibly difficult. Sometimes, dragons will be drawn to dragons, much like items of the Flame are drawn to other items of the Flame. So Dorian believes that he might use the remaining dragon in order for him to uncover another. It’s possible he could, but it’s just as possible that he won’t find anything.” She looked at him. “He’s known more power than most of the Tecal. I think that is a struggle for him. Having lost that connection, and having lost that power, Dorian sees his role as having changed. In the past, he’s used his connections for him to lead. I suspect that he won’t say it, but he probably fears he will no longer be able to lead the Tecal because of what happened.”

      “He still has experience, right?”

      “More than almost anyone else.”

      “And he serves the ghost king?”

      Gayal smiled tightly, a hint of an admonishment in the expression.

      Ty instantly regretted having referred to the king in that way. “I’m sorry. I just… Well, we don’t talk about the king in terms of somebody who might actually see him out here.”

      “You are Tecal now, or will be as you progress, and you will be called before the king. You will need to be respectful.”

      “Of course,” Ty said.

      The idea of going before the king still seemed impossible. Ty had never heard of a single person having met the king. Even though Gayal referenced it, he wondered how many times she had actually visited with the king himself.

      “Does he only meet with Tecal?”

      “Only those who serve him well. And you have, Ty.” She looked up the mountainside, toward a small clearing.

      Snaking across the ground, and the greenery covered everything. Around here, the air was hot and humid, much like it was everywhere around Ishantil. Still, there was something there that tugged on his attention, though he wasn’t sure what it was.

      “What about Roson James?” Ty asked, picking his way forward. “Did he ever visit with the king?”

      Gayal moved slowly. “I suspect not, otherwise he may have carried out a very different plan than he had.” She crouched down, pausing and tracing her hand above the ground. The darkness of her shadow cloak fluttered for a moment, sweeping where her hand moved.

      “What is it?” He stepped forward, seeing fallen rock and debris that had scattered, and realized that this had been man-made, not naturally forming. There were caves along the mountainside, though many of them were narrow, large enough for the velum, but nothing else. Could this have been a velum nest?

      They were known to congregate in certain places, and they certainly had been known to build far more expansive constructs than anybody would’ve expected before, but this looked too large, not nearly protected enough for them. The velum preferred to build their nests up in the trees, using that in order for them to protect themselves.

      Gayal breathed out slowly. “This is an ancient connection to the Flame,” she said. The shadow dragon floated around from her, drifting along the forest floor, as if she were looking for something. She paused in front of the pile of debris, broken rock that Ty could imagine had once been some building. When she straightened, the shadow dragon formed the cloak around her once again, though it was not completely still. It fluttered, moving carefully, as if alert to the possibility that there might be some danger here.

      “My mother used to tell me there were ancient temples all throughout the mountain,” he said, smiling to himself. He hadn’t given much thought to what his mother had said about the temples in quite a while. She had been interested in the relics mostly, but whenever they would find the ancient temples, or the ruins of them, she would pause. They were different than those the priests that followed the Path of the Flame had built. The temples within the jungle were considerably different, and as close as they were to Ishantil, Ty could actually imagine that they had some real proximity to the Flame. “Most of them weren’t easy to find,” he said. “I think it was places like these that had motivated my brother with his service to the Flame.”

      “Your brother was not completely motivated by the Flame,” she said.

      “He was motivated enough,” Ty said.

      After everything, Albion remained committed to the Flame. He didn’t know everything that his brother had gotten into, nor did he know all of the reasons that he had been willing to work with the king as the Dragon Thief, but through it all, Albion had been committed to the Flame. It had bound everything that he had done.

      “I keep waiting for us to have time to figure out what happened to my parents.”

      “I told you I would,” she said.

      “I know. And I know that you will.” At least, he believed that she would now. When he had first met her, he had felt differently. It was difficult to believe that she would have been willing to help, other than for his willingness to help her find the Dragon Thief, or so he had believed. “I just feel like I need to understand what happened to them.”

      Ty crawled across a pile of fallen debris that looked to be the remains of a fallen pillar from some massive temple, and then paused.

      There were symbols marked on it.

      It wasn’t writing he could read, but ancient symbols, old. He moved around, sliding his hands along slick stone, brushing away some of the vines that grew, twisting over the stone.

      “How did you even find this?” Ty asked, looking around. “My mother always looked for places like this when I was growing up, but I can’t remember her finding anything like this.” He marveled at it, feeling the emptiness his mother used to fill. She would have been so excited.

      The stone had markings that were written in a language Ty had never seen before. He picked his way along the stone, pausing at one, noting a faint light that glowed. For a moment, Ty believed that there was some part of the stone itself that glowed, until he noticed a shaft of sunlight picking its way through the jungle. There was one section in front of him that looked like an arch. Most of it was crumbled, gone and decayed, and it left him questioning what might’ve looked like when it had been standing. It was a place of power, a place close to Ishantil.

      “I wonder if the priests knew this was here.”

      Gayal glanced over, before shaking her head. “Probably not, otherwise they would’ve erected another temple. Most of the old temples that exist throughout the kingdom have been restored over the years. The priests prefer to ensure that any temple with any history is rebuilt. They don’t care to allow temples to fall into shambles like this.”

      “This one is so close to Ishantil.” He could practically feel the heat coming from a lake, which made him wonder if that was why this had been placed here. What he felt was strange, though. When Ty was younger, and when he had ventured up the side of the mountain with his mother, his father, and even with his brother, he had always been aware of the heat and humidity within the mountains. As he had gotten older, he had come to know the heat and humidity that seemed to come from the lava lake, and then when he was older still, he had started to think that there was something more. It was that “something more” Albion had always tried to convince him about.

      Albion had believed that the power that existed within Ishantil was some remnant of the Flame, something that the two of them could experience together. Ty had never felt it quite like his brother had, and so they had gradually drifted apart. Perhaps if Ty would’ve felt then what he felt now, he and Albion might have shared that experience.

      “Do you feel Ishantil up here?” he asked, pausing at one of the stones. He focused on the smoke dragon as he did, feeling some of that energy stirring within him. There was a bit of burning, but not so much that he could use it.

      “I feel the heat from the lava lake, the same as anyone who approaches to close. Why?”

      Ty shrugged. “It probably doesn’t matter,” he said. “Ever since the attack, it feels like I can detect something different.” There was the burning within him, but there was something else.

      Ty had come to believe that something else likely represented the other dragon. The challenge for him, though, was in actually reaching for that other dragon. Though he could feel that energy, Ty had not been able to do anything with it. He detected that power and had begun to refer to the dragon he’d seen in the lava lake as Ishantil, but he had not been able to learn anything more from that dragon.

      “You have experienced something that very few others have,” she said, turning to him and regarding him with a serious expression. When it came to Gayal, it was always a serious expression. “You have come to know dragons in ways so few have known.”

      “I understand,” Ty said. “I really do, it’s just that I keep thinking that maybe I could learn to connect to that dragon in a way that I haven’t so far. Every so often, when I feel the pull from Ishantil, much like I did before I came up here,” he went on, “I start to question. Maybe there is something more here. Maybe I’m meant to find it. Maybe I’m…” Ty paused and leaned down, noticing a small black orb that looked out of place in all the greenery and rubble. He reached out, and as soon as he did, there came a flare of heat from within his belly as the smoke dragon reacted. It was the protective instinct of his dragon telling him to keep away.

      He didn’t get any closer, knowing that the dragon did not want him to. “What is this?” Ty whispered.

      Looking closer, he recognized it. It was a Lothinal sphere.

      Gayal approached carefully, looking over his shoulder.

      “Lothinal has been here,” Ty said. “And they left their devices behind.”

      Gayal frowned. “Maybe this wasn’t destroyed that long ago.”

      “You think this was a recent attack?”

      “Unfortunately, I don’t know.” She got up, and she breathed out slowly. “But I fear we need to find out.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      They ventured around the inside of the temple, searching for any remnants or relics. There had to be something here that had drawn the velum and the attention of the dragons. Ty didn’t see anything. He didn’t feel anything, either, which he thought was just as significant.

      Gayal probed with shadows. They stretched away, transforming the clearing into an inky swell of darkness. Then the shadow dragon began to retreat, drawing the shadows back toward her and reforming her customary cloak. She must have been searching for some hidden answers.

      “There’s nothing here,” she said, her voice soft. “Though it seems to me there’s a memory of something.” She tipped her head to the side, breathing in strangely as she often did. It was times like these when Ty started to question if her connection to the dragon changed her and somehow turned her into a dragon. Or maybe it was simply that she was borrowing from the smoke dragon as she did it.

      “Your dragon tells you that there’s a memory?”

      She glanced over to Ty. “The dragon can feel the relics. And the remnants. The sensation is faint, but enough that they can detect that presence. I thought there might be something else here.”

      Ty swept his gaze along the ruins. “What more did you think to find?”

      “The dragon acts like this when we get near eggs.”

      “Is this why you came here?” Ty asked, looking over to Gayal. “Did you hope to find a dragon to connect to?”

      “I didn’t expect to find anything here,” she said. “I just felt something. I followed it because the dragon wanted me to follow it. Nothing more than that.”

      Ty took a deep breath. He had to be careful. He didn’t want to reveal his frustration because it wasn’t about her, and she didn’t deserve that. His frustration stemmed from his inability to progress. His frustration stemmed from his own incompetence. “Are you thinking to place more eggs into the lava lake the way that Albion did?”

      There were now fewer dragons than there had been after Roson James’s attack on Ishantil. What if the king had decided that he needed to raise more? Who better to manage that than the Tecal.

      She pressed her lips together into a tight frown but shook her head. “The king is not certain that is the key to hatching an egg. At least, he had not been. Perhaps it was, though.” She frowned and glanced toward the peak of Ishantil, even though most of it was obscured from where they were standing. “I don’t study such things, so I don’t know all that goes into what the king has attempted with the dragons before, now how he’s attempted to hatch them, but I doubt he has dropped an egg into lava.” She started to smile. “Most would assume it would destroy the egg.”

      “Albion had to have known somehow,” Ty said.

      “Your brother learned many things that he didn’t share with the throne. I think it is because he was always serving the Flame, even when we wanted him to serve the kingdom.”

      “You sound disappointed.”

      She paused, crouching down in front of one section of the ancient ruins. She traced her hand above it, and as before, there came a faint flickering of shadows that seemed to penetrate into the stone before withdrawing. “It’s not a matter of being disappointed. He served the Flame, but he also served the throne. I, and others, had only hoped that he would continue to serve the throne. The connection between the kingdom and the priesthood has been tenuous for far too long.”

      “Well, maybe because the king hasn’t acknowledged the Flame.” Or done much of anything, Ty thought. “If there was a dragon here, it would explain the Order coming this way.”

      “Only if they managed to capture it,” Gayal said. She got back to her feet, and she looked around the ruins, the shadows flowing around her once again. “But they also seemed more interested in destroying the dragons. Destroying the Flame.” Her mouth pressed into a tight frown. “They believe that is how they will destroy the kingdom and allow Lothinal to spread their influence beyond their borders.” She glanced down to the ground, her foot tracing a pattern. “Regardless of how long Roson James served as a false Dragon Touched, he never truly came to understand the truth of what he was doing.”

      Ty wasn’t exactly sure that Roson had served as a false Dragon Touched. As far as Ty was concerned, he had been Dragon Touched. And he had used that to attack the kingdom. He had used his connection, and everything that he knew, to target the kingdom. And he may have infiltrated the Dragon Touched more than what they had already uncovered.

      The ground trembled softly, and Gayal stiffened. “Perhaps it’s time that we head back. Ishantil has not been unsettled like this in quite some time.”

      “Ishantil has been quiet ever since the priests completed their ceremony.” That was something that he would have to ask Albion about, but Ty had not been given the chance. How had the priests even known what to do, or how to hold such a ceremony? Perhaps it was little more than trial and error, testing ways of calming Ishantil, but Albion had seemed to know that what he would do would actually make a difference. Were there other ceremonies that would do the same?

      The ground trembled again.

      “Maybe we should get back,” Ty said.

      Gayal paused at the ruins a moment before pulling the shadow dragon back.

      They started back toward the mountain, and by the time they reached it, they found Dorian standing near the lava lake, crouching as if he didn’t want to lose his footing.

      Dorian looked over to them. “Something is changing.”

      Both Dorian and Gayal had shadow dragons swirling around them, no longer controlled the way they once had been. It was almost as if they were unsettled in ways that they did not want to acknowledge. The smoke dragon had been quiet, though Ty could feel the burning buried within him.

      “Could Roson return?”

      Gayal glanced over to Ty. “I have always feared his return. It’s just that I did not expect he would do so quite this soon. I figured he would want to regroup to gain strength, and to be ready.”

      “And I imagine he’s concerned that we will do the same. Especially if he knows that the dragon within the volcano is active.”

      Dorian frowned, but he didn’t say anything.

      “We should go and look,” he said, looking over to Gayal. “We need to know what they’re doing.”

      Gayal glanced over to Dorian for a moment before holding her hand out. When Ty joined her, the shadows folded, wrapping around him, and then faded once again, sweeping out. There had been a sense of movement, little more than that, and then it was gone. It was the speed and power of the dragon that left him marveling. He wished he understood how it worked and that he had some way of doing something similar with his own dragon.

      Ty stepped over to the peak of Ishantil. The ground here was rocky and barren. The tree line stretched hundreds of feet below them, and yet, Ty could see the lava lake flowing, a glowing light in the distance. He turned, looking out the opposite direction, and a blanket of darkness surrounded the peak of the mountain, as if there had been some angry attack that had crashed upon Ishantil, trying to target the mountain, but failing.

      “I don’t see anything,” Gayal said.

      “We’ve already looked,” Dorian said, emerging from his own dragon.

      He was a little slower, and he took a deep breath, steadying himself the moment that he stepped free. Dragons required the energy of their host to use that power, much like the host could draw upon the dragon. It was a symbiotic relationship, from what Ty could tell. Dorian had never been nearly as weakened as he was now. Traveling by the shadow dragon, and not having the assistance of his other dragons any longer, took quite a bit out of him, it seemed. Maybe he wasn’t going to be the one to lead to the Tecal anymore.

      “I can help with this search,” Ty said. Even though he wondered if he would be of much assistance, he wanted to be. If only he could latch onto the power of the smoke dragon and use it the way that the other Tecal use their connection to their dragons. Then he might be of more use. He wanted to be a Tecal, and he wanted to be a part of what they did.

      “You aren’t quite ready,” Dorian said.

      Ty resisted the urge to make a comment about Dorian’s own weakness. The mountain trembled, and he looked up to the peak, watching as Ishantil shuddered. It wasn’t as violently as it had before, and certainly not as violently as it had when it nearly had erupted, but Ty knew to stabilize himself until the tremor passed.

      Dorian stiffened visibly.

      “If you think that was bad, you should have been around here when Ishantil nearly erupted.”

      Dorian looked over, his flat gray eyes looking annoyed at Ty. Finally, he stepped away from the edge of the peak. He turned back to Ty. “I have been trying to reach that dragon, thinking that perhaps I could speak to the one within the mountain.”

      Ty wondered if he should have told Dorian that he thought that he’d already connected to that dragon. He could feel the heat from time to time, a soft gnawing deep within his belly. It was different than that of the smoke dragon which was a steady gnawing. Ishantil came to him as more of an annoyance than anything else.

      “Did the dragon respond?”

      He shook his head. “Unfortunately, it has not.”

      Ty glanced to Gayal and, as he had often done, debated how much to share with either of them. He thought he had bonded to the dragon, though wasn’t entirely sure. And if he had, what did that mean for him. He had enough trouble with his own smoke dragon. He really wasn’t sure that he was ready for another, especially of that size.

      “Where do you think that you’re going to find other dragons?” Ty asked, realizing what bothered him about his comment.

      “There are those of us who have ways of finding them. You will eventually be able to use your connection to the dragon to find other dragons. It is a sign of the Tecal.”

      “So then if you find one, you just get to choose to connect to it?”

      “Something like that,” he said.

      He wondered about that, but he wasn’t about to challenge him. If there were not many dragons, why would the Tecal be limited on how many dragons they could bond to?

      “I think that dragon is too powerful,” Ty said.

      Dorian breathed out heavily, almost as if frustrated. “Perhaps you are right. It’s far more mature than most dragons we connect to. Most have considerable energy, but we have never found anything the size and scale about one. Nor have we ever found anything as powerful as that dragon appears to be. There are stories, but no dragon that size still exists.”

      “Do we even know why not?”

      Dorian frowned. “No.”

      “Could it be tied to Lothinal?”

      “Lothinal does not have anything to do with the dragons. They would destroy them.”

      “But they have their own kind of magic,” Ty said, glancing from Gayal to Dorian. “I mean, it seems to me that they could use that strange magic, and maybe that’s what twisted the dragons and made it so that they were not able to develop as well as they should.”

      “I don’t think it’s quite that simple. Besides, if you listen to the priests, they will tell you that once the Manifestation of the Flame comes, the dragons will all be restored to their glory.” Dorian smiled slightly. “But I’m not so sure that I believe such a thing.”

      Ty glanced over to Gayal. He had heard his brother reference the Manifestation of the Flame but didn’t really know anything about it. “You don’t believe.”

      “Oh, as someone connected to dragons, I have little reason to doubt the power of the Flame. But I don’t have the same view of it as the priests do. This is simply a pocket of power, one that is connected to the Flame, but not the only one like it. There are others. And each of those places are celebrated the same.”

      “Has Lothinal attempted to attack the others?”

      “They would have a harder time,” Gayal said. “The other places are better protected. They would not have an easy way of reaching them. Ishantil is the easiest for them to access. The priests, at least, have always believed it’s also the most powerful.”

      Ty could feel the burning within him, almost as if the dragon were trying to agree with their assessment.

      He motioned for them to follow, and shadows wrapped around him. Gayal waited until he joined her, and as he neared, he could feel the heat coming from her, the energy of her dragon, and then her shadows wrapped around. It was a heavy squeezing sensation, and it carried through him. Then, he could feel that power carry them down the side of the mountain.

      They stepped free into Lothinal lands.

      It was darker here, and there was a unique energy in the air.

      “We have always found it difficult coming to these lands,” Gayal said, looking over to where Dorian stood just along the border of this strange, darkened land. “They have a power that we do not fully understand, and a power that we cannot utilize. For so long, we believed that they could not utilize the power of the dragons, but that has proven inaccurate.” She crouched down, reaching for one of the blackened stones, holding her hand above it. Shadows swirled around her. “You have to be careful not to touch anything here,” she went on. “Not that you would come here on your own, but once you have your connection to your dragon, you may be tempted. The power of Lothinal flows through here, through all of this, and there is the very real possibility that it might begin to corrupt even your dragon.”

      They made their way along the border, and every so often, Ty could feel a hint of heat bubbling within his belly. He didn’t know if that was the dragon of Ishantil or the smoke dragon. One—or both—of the dragons did not care for this place.

      “How often do you come here?” Ty asked. In the time since he had helped defeat Roson, they had not come through here, but perhaps that was a mistake. The air itself seethed, and some kind of invisible energy pressed against him. Some part of this place reacted against the dragons themselves.

      “We’ve watched for movement, but there has been none.”

      She stepped closer to him, and the shadows swirled from her, wrapping around him, and then they squeezed, carrying them back to the peak. From there, he stood for a moment, feeling the energy around him dissipate. He breathed in the thin mountain air, expelling the last of Lothinal air from his body. If only it were so easy to get rid of James and his soldiers. They had not been able to finish their last attack, but Ty had no idea what else they might do, but they had already targeted his Ishantil Dragon, his Flame.

      “You mentioned the Manifestation of the Flame,” Ty said. “Did you know that Albion had been after that as well?”

      She smiled tightly. “Most of the faithful within the priesthood feel as if it is their duty to search for the Manifestation. They believe that if they can find that, they can offer safety and salvation to all believers.”

      “I’m not so sure that is what Albion was after.”

      “You don’t think your brother would want to offer the salvation to those within the kingdom?”

      Ty shrugged. His brother was a priest, that much was true, but this was implying something else. It didn’t feel quite right.

      “I don’t know what my brother would want. Maybe I should ask him.”

      “He has a unique experience and a unique perspective. And given everything that he has done, we must believe that he wants to help. If Lothinal does press deeper into the kingdom,” she said, something in her tone that suggesting that she did not believe that possible, “then we will need others to help. Perhaps priests, or perhaps simply those who fear what might happen if Lothinal makes their move.” She turned to him, her shadow cloak fluttering the way that it often did. “For now, we need you, Ty. We need your smoke dragon. We may even need whatever connection you might have to Ishantil and the dragon that might live there.”

      How could she know?

      He looked into those dark, shadowed eyes, searching for any sign of understanding, but he found none.

      She pressed her lips together tightly. “I don’t know if you do or not, but I see the way that you look at that volcano, the expression in your eyes, the question that burns there.”

      “What if I don’t gain an understanding of smoke dragon fast enough?” He looked down the slope of the mountain, toward the emptiness that was behind him, and though he could feel power around him, he was not entirely sure what caused it, only that it was there.

      “You’re learning. None expect you to be a master. You must just trust that the dragon can offer you what you need.”

      Maybe that was enough.

      He had spoken to the dragon, something that he knew to be unusual when it came to the other Tecal. But as much as he had tried, he had never gotten a response. It was just him talking, and yet, as long as he kept trying, he always felt a glimmer of hope. Only now, he worried that it might not be in time.
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      A massive trembling jolted Ty awake. He’d been resting near the lava lake, which was surprising given that he had a hard time resting anywhere along the edge of Ishantil, but he was so tired that it had been easy for him to drift off, slipping into a dreamless sleep. The only thing that he had felt had been the occasional stirring of heat, a faint fluttering deep within his belly that left him wondering if the dragon was there trying to warn him of something. So when the trembling jostled him alert, he looked over to the lava lake, half expecting he might see lava bubbling.

      There was nothing. He was almost disappointed. Maybe it wasn’t a warning, after all.

      He sat up, rubbing sleep from his eyes.

      He didn’t want to sleep on the side of the mountain and would much rather return to Zarinth and his home there, but he also recognized the need to come to a better understanding of his connection to the lava dragon and felt increasingly as if he needed to master that. He was not sure if he would do so quickly enough. Lothinal continued to pose a danger. That was the point that Gayal had intended to make, a message that she wanted him to have so that he would understand the urgency of their situation.

      But Ty hadn’t needed her warning for that. He had already come to know that Lothinal was not going to abandon them, especially with their foothold in the Dragon Touched. He wasn’t sure that Lothinal would ever give up.

      He looked over to the lava, staring down into the heat, and could feel some of the energy within it. For the most part, Ty believed that the energy he detected came from the lava, but having seen the dragon, he couldn’t help but question if perhaps some of that energy came from the connection that he had to the dragon. There was a faint burning deep within him that came from his dragon connections, though neither the smoke dragon nor the dragon within Ishantil did anything to make their presence known in any other way. Since the attack, Ty had been working with that dragon to try to better master his connection but had not succeeded with either of them.

      There was another trembling.

      It was deeper.

      He focused on the burning within his belly, thinking about the smoke dragon. “You know, you could help me with this. I know you’re there and that you’re aware of me, and I know you’re listening.” At least, Ty believed that smoke dragon was listening, even if he couldn’t coax the dragon into taking any action on his behalf. It was like the dragon would only act when it wanted to, and never when Ty wanted it to take that action.

      He was fickle, unlike the dragons the rest of the Tecal were connected to.

      Of course, to hear Dorian and Gayal talk about it, it had more to do with his own inability and less to do with the dragon itself. If Ty could only master his connection, he could gain the control that he needed over the dragon. And then he could use that control and could force the dragon into serving the way that he wanted. It was that part of it, that message, that he didn’t care for.

      As he stood staring out over the heat, looking at the relatively calm surface of the lava lake, he focused on whether he could feel anything bubbling within it. Perhaps there was some power there. If so, was that there so that he could draw upon it? Or perhaps it was only there so that he could feel the heat.

      The trembling came again.

      It was deep, heavy vibration, and it seemed to be radiating within him.

      This time, he felt a fluttering within his belly. The trembling was somehow familiar to him.

      If the smoke dragon were alarmed, Ty expected that it would offer him some measure of protection. That was how the smoke dragon had always functioned, after all. The smoke dragon was tied to that in a way. He was a dragon that served to offer those protections, and little else.

      Ty didn’t detect anything more.

      He focused again, trying to gain some connection to the smoke dragon. That was the dragon that he needed his bond to work with. While it would be great if he could connect to the other dragon, he did not know if it would work.

      “What are you doing?” he whispered as he stared down into the lava. The lava steam and heat radiated upward, but there was nothing else.

      As he leaned over the edge, he realized something he hadn’t noticed before. While he was aware of the heat, and he felt it, it was not nearly as potent as what he had always felt before.

      Is the dragon somehow protecting me?

      He stepped closer. If the ground trembled too much, he could be tossed into the lava, but something drove him forward. Ty had been here when priests had been tossed into the lava, when they had burned too little more than ash, but he also had a question as to whether the smoke dragon would allow him to be burned like that. It was entirely possible that the dragon would offer him a measure of protection.

      He leaned there for a long moment. As he did, the trembling did not return.

      He looked around.

      Gayal and Dorian were nowhere to be seen, but there was something going on here. Was the trembling some kind of warning? Could the volcano, or Ishantil itself, be trying to tell him something? Did it want to protect him?

      He didn’t feel anything else.

      “Is it Lothinal?” The smoke dragon didn’t react. He leaned closer to the lava pool. “Is it? Come on. One of you answer.”

      He felt ridiculous talking to himself, and he was thankful that there was no one else here to hear him say those things.

      He started to make his way around the lava lake. He had never spent as much time here as he was now. When he’d been younger, he had spent time wandering the jungle, walking these trails with his mother, learning the secrets of making his way through the jungle, and he remembered how she had warned him about Ishantil and when the volcano would tremble.

      When you feel the trembling, you know it’s speaking to you.

      Ty remembered the very first time that she’d said that. He had thought her teasing. His mother had strange beliefs about fire and the volcano. They were similar to that of the priests, but some of her ideas were very different.

      “You think the volcano talks to us?”

      “Think of your belly when it’s hungry. It grumbles just like Ishantil grumbles.”

      “You think the volcano is hungry?”

      She had looked over to him. Her golden hair had glimmered in the sunlight that had streamed through the trees. She had been dressed in a dappled green gown, her thick cloak covering her despite the heat of the jungle. He had been young, probably no more than ten or eleven, but he had always enjoyed traveling with his mother, regardless of how old he was. She had loved adventure, and she had always taken him on those adventures. “You don’t think the volcano would like to feed?” She had seemed surprised by that statement. “What does fire do but consume?”

      “But the volcano isn’t fire.”

      “The volcano is a kind of fire. You have been to the lava lake, so I know that you, of all people, would understand the power that’s there, Tydornen.”

      He had smiled at his mother. She had tipped her head to the side, breathing in slowly, like she was able to detect something special in the air. It hadn’t been the first time that he had seen her do that.

      “Is it the Flame?”

      His mother had smiled at him. “What is the Flame but power?”

      “That’s not an answer,” he had said.

      She had paused at a nearby tree, looking up at the branches. She had then grabbed the velum snare. Ty had noticed it almost at the same time as his mother. Using her dragon-bone dagger, she had carved through the snare and left it dangling. She had always made a point of cutting every single snare that she encountered. When he had asked her about it when he was younger, she had merely shrugged. “The velum have every right to this forest as we do.”

      This time, she had not only carved away the rope for the snare, but then made another marking on the tree, a series of slashes that had looked almost as if she were trying to ward off the trappers. Then she had looked up at him. “I believe the priests have an understanding of the Flame. Is that not enough?”

      “Isn’t it?”

      “What do you feel when you’re here?”

      Ty had looked up the slope. They had been close to the peak of Ishantil, and he could feel the energy radiating off of it. There had been heat coming from the lava lake, though with the ring of trees that surrounded it, he had been shielded a bit. His mother had never made a point of bringing him all the way to the peak of Ishantil. She had brought him close, and then she would go off on her own, leaving Ty to watch from the trees as she approached the lava, crouching before it, and the only time that he had joined her, he had heard her whispering, but could not make out the words. He had always imagined it to be some sort of a prayer, but if that was what it was, she celebrated the Flame in a way that was different than the priests.

      “I suppose I feel the heat.”

      “Of course you do.”

      “How often does the lava burn through the trees?”

      He had looked up and noticed that the trees were intact. They were always intact near Ishantil.

      “A very good question. There are different forms that fire takes, and over time, I expect you’ll come to recognize them. Near Ishantil, you see it flowing. Lava, a bubbling energy that boils upward, but it also flows deep beneath the ground, sort of like your blood can boil and flow deep inside you. There is the heat of fire, like your breath, or your skin on a summer day. It can burn, radiating that heat, showing the kiss of the flame. Then there is that of steam, heat and pressure working together, a connection that you feel when you understand fire, and one that’s like a hot breath in your ear.” She had fallen silent.

      “Which do you favor?”

      She had glanced over. “Why, I favor them all. They are all a part of something greater. Over time, you will see. I’m sure of it, Ty.”

      The ground trembled again, shaking him from his reverie.

      He often thought of his parents, especially his mother, as she had been lost for so long that he wondered if he remembered her voice accurately, or if it was little more than his imagination. Ty remembered the way that her hair seemed to glow. He remembered the way that her eyes sparkled, and when she got near the lava lake, it seemed as if the heat coming off of the lava reflected deep within them. And he remembered the warmth of her touch on his hand, her hugs, even when she kissed his cheeks each night before he went to bed.

      A velum shrieked.

      He turned toward it. It could be the shriek of a trapped velum, but he didn’t think that was what it was, as it wasn’t panicked enough. He listened intently, trying to make out the sound. When the ground trembled again, he was forced to follow it. What if it was something else, something worse?

      What if Lothinal attacked again?

      He could feel the dragons within him. That much was easy enough. And as he focused on that power, letting the power of the dragons flood him, there was nothing else that he could utilize. If it came down to an attack, Ty wouldn’t be able to fend off Lothinal with the smoke dragon. He wouldn’t be able to ward off the rest of the border with the dragon within Ishantil, either. He would try, and if it came down to it, he had to hope that the smoke dragon would be drawn into wanting to help, compelled by the danger to them both. That much he believed to be true. That dragon had little choice but to offer assistance.

      But if not…

      If not, Ty didn’t know what he might do.

      If not, he couldn’t help but question if he was making the right decision.

      Gayal and Dorian were not anywhere to be found.

      Another velum shrieked.

      He was reminded of how his mother hadn’t hated that sound. The velum could be dangerous, but she had never feared them and made sure to teach Ty the whistle calls to guide them. But when he had moved away from the jungle, coming to live within Zarinth, he had lost his comfort and confidence in the jungle. It became something to fear, despite all of his previous experience. Since returning to the jungle and spending so much time near the lava lake, he had nothing to fear from them.

      But now he definitely feared for them. There came another shriek.

      What caused that?

      Ty listened. He followed that sound, the shrieking call of the velum. His mother had claimed they had the pulse of Ishantil, though he wasn’t sure if that was true or not. But what he did know was that the velum could offer a way to understanding the danger within the mountain, and they could also alert him to others.

      The volcano trembled again.

      As before, Ty had a strange sense that it came from some place deep inside of Ishantil. It was different than what he had detected when Ishantil had threatened to erupt prior to placing the egg into the volcano and calming it once again. This was something distinct, somewhat unpleasant, and it left him thinking that it had to be Lothinal after all. If so, he needed Gayal and Dorian to help stop them.

      He slowed. He wasn’t going to let himself get caught out here. It would be too dangerous. He moved more slowly.

      Another velum cried out.

      This was close, close enough that he could feel the strangeness coming off of the velum as it shrieked, and he heard movement in the treetops. There were other velum there, swinging through the trees, their dark fur visible as shifting shadows. Shadows and the faint rustling of leaves, but nothing else. They moved as silently as the shadows, otherwise. It sounded like nothing more than the wind passing through the trees.

      Ty slowed, but the trembling within him intensified. The dragon—and likely the lava dragon—didn’t want him to slow. He forced himself forward. If the dragon was there within him, then hopefully it would react. Maybe it would protect him.

      He crawled forward, and then the jungle opened up.

      It reminded him of where he had seen with Gayal.

      Much like then, there was a jumble of fallen stone, vines, and undergrowth that had grown up around it, creating a dense floor of greenery, but it was obviously a place that had once been powerful.

      Maybe it still was powerful.

      As he moved closer, he could feel the energy of it.

      Now that he had connected to the dragons, and now that Ty could feel the heat coming from both the smoke dragon and likely the lava dragon, there was something more distinctly here. It was a place of the Flame.

      I need to be careful here.

      The dragon had guided him here, but it had done so for a reason.

      Why?

      Could it be that he wanted him to see it?

      Maybe there was another dragon here.

      He focused on the glowing. It came from up ahead.

      He moved carefully, and then a velum shrieked.

      Ty froze.

      A dark energy started to swirl around him.

      Shadows.

      Could that be a shadow dragon?

      Or worse—Lothinal and their magic.

      When it didn’t come again, he relaxed, but didn’t know if he could relax entirely. There was something out there, and he had to be careful as he approached.
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      Ty paused near a velum snare. Snares meant hunters, and that surprised him, as they were quite close to the peak of the volcano, far closer than he would’ve expected them to have traveled, especially with the recent activity going on through the jungle. With so many Tecal, priests, and even Dragon Touched moving through here, it made little sense. These days, the Path of the Flame was far busier than it had been in quite some time, as if the priests felt like they had an obligation to keep traveling up Ishantil and trying to calm things.

      He cut through the snare, just as his mother had shown him, and even made a slash along the base of the trunk. When another velum cried out, Ty paused. It wasn’t a trapped velum. That wasn’t the sound.

      Whatever this was, he didn’t recognize the source of it.

      He reached for the smoke dragon. It should react to him. He knew that he should have some control over the smoke dragon so that he could force that energy outward, and command the smoke dragon to protect him, but the dragon did not react the way that he needed.

      “There are other creatures that need your help,” he whispered.

      There came a faint stirring.

      A stirring was not enough, and certainly not fast enough, for him to utilize.

      He had to move carefully, and he picked his way between the trees. When the ground trembled again, he paused.

      There was another surge around him, a hint of darkness, and though he didn’t know if this was the shadow dragon of Gayal or Dorian, he doubted that to be the case. With the velum angered as they had been, it was all too easy to believe there was another cause behind it. Especially given what he knew about Roson James and his experience with the velum. They did not care for him. They had chased him, which brought a smile to Ty’s face.

      A shadow moved closer to him.

      It wasn’t a velum, though.

      He reached for his dragon-bone dagger.

      He unsheathed it, wishing that he had his dragon-bone crossbow as well. He had taken to leaving that behind. It was a weapon of the Order, and Ty wanted to be Tecal. He spent his time training to be a Tecal and believed that he shouldn’t carry a weapon of the enemy, even if it was easy to use and offered a measure of protection. A measure that his smoke dragon certainly had not been providing recently.

      “I’m going to need your help,” he whispered. “I know that you don’t like to offer me anything, but I’m going to need it. I don’t want you arguing with me.”

      The smoke dragon didn’t respond.

      And as the shadows moved near him, Ty found himself turning carefully, making his way around the trunk of the tree, trying to avoid the danger that was here, somewhere.

      It had to be Lothinal.

      “You saw what they did,” Ty mouthed. He wasn’t willing to speak now. If Lothinal was here, and if they were somehow targeting this part of Ishantil, then he needed to be careful. “You felt what they wanted to do to the volcano. What they wanted to do to me. Can you at least help?”

      Finally, there came a faint fluttering, and some of the heat came out.

      The smoke dragon was there. He had to try to find a way to control it, though.

      He had no way to do that. He knew that he couldn’t, but it was what Gayal and Dorian expected of him. He was a Tecal, or at least, he would be once he mastered his connection to the dragon, that is, if he ever could master the connection. It would help him, and he could use that connection, and that energy, and he could defend himself. If it would help him…

      There was a trembling energy buried within him.

      That was something new.

      It reminded him of the strange trembling within Ishantil.

      Perhaps his proximity to the volcano and to the lava dragon, were the cause.

      He moved.

      A shadow started toward him.

      The smoke dragon reacted.

      Smoke surged outward, enveloping him in a protective cloud.

      Clutching the dragon-bone dagger, he turned in place, holding it out from him. He wasn’t much of a fighter, but he had lived on the streets long enough to know how to handle himself in a fight. You couldn’t be a thief in Zarinth without getting into a few scraps, and Ty had some skill, though not as much as he wished that he would have. It was times like these when he missed Eastley most. He had been a much larger man than Ty, much stronger, and much better in a fight. Eastley might not have been the planner that Ty was, but he had many traits that were missed.

      Mostly, it was his friendship. Ty had few friends. None, really. Bingham couldn’t be counted on as a friend. Oh, Bingham had worked with him, and had helped him, but he wasn’t a friend so much as he was a resource. There was a time when Ty wished that Olivia would have been a friend, but she had burned that bridge when she’d led to Eastley’s death. Everybody else that he knew were older, and while they might be friendly, like Maeve or Maggie, they weren’t friends, either.

      He pushed those thoughts aside.

      The darkness swept toward him.

      It flowed, and Ty felt a heavy pressure surround him as the energy surged toward him. It was Lothinal. They had their own unique connection to magic, and it was one that Ty had come to recognize. It was dangerous.

      Now was not the time to wait.

      Now was the time to take action. He didn’t have many options, but he knew that he could overpower the first attacker. He darted out, bringing his dagger forward, slamming it into the first of the Order to attack. The smoke dragon swirled violently around him. Ty was shocked, but that was what he had wanted, wasn’t it? He had needed the smoke dragon to react and defend him.

      With one of the Order bleeding at his feet, he readied for the next attack when the dragon bone of his dagger began to glow. This is new. As he ducked and wove, the dagger’s glow pushed back the strange darkness around him revealing a man with a shadow orb in one hand and a dark, curved scimitar in the other.

      The man surged forward, sword raised, but Ty was ready. The smoke dragon guided him forward, leading his dagger into the man’s belly. Smoke swirled around the man, enveloping him as he screamed, muting it.

      Then the smoke enclosed itself around him and pushed him aside.

      There was another trembling, and a hint of heat.

      It was the other dragon.

      They were working together.

      Smoke guided him; heat flowed along his dagger.

      He had used both of them.

      They were reacting, working together, and helping him. He wasn’t sure if they were here because he called to them, or if they were here because they sensed his need. But at this point, he didn’t care. The only thing that he cared about was that they had reacted.

      The dagger pulsed brighter with each swing and carved through the darkness, revealing a black-haired woman, eyes wide at Ty’s sudden appearance in front of her. He slashed, cutting at her sword arm. The blade clattered against rocks at their feet. He lashed out at her again, but she reacted quickly, dropping low and diving toward him.

      He had to be definitive.

      Ty had to use the smoke. He had seen the way that smoke dragon could attack.

      He just had to control it. Or he had to allow the smoke dragon to control him. Was that what was needed?

      She tackled Ty, knocking the dagger from his grasp as the strange Lothinal magic continued swirling around them, tighter and tighter. He fell back, stars bursting behind his eyes as his head slammed into the ground.

      The woman gripped the orb in both her hands and raised it over her head. Head swimming, Ty felt his hand moving forward, and familiar wood and warmth filled his hand. He slashed wildly across the woman as she tried to bring the orb crashing into his face. The dagger glowed, cleaving through the wispy darkness around her then through her. She cried out, but it was muted, nearly silent. Smoke enveloped them both, and the shadow orb rolled down the mountainside as the woman crumpled into lifelessness.

      Ty rolled himself up with tears streaming down his face, obscuring his vision. Two were down, but he knew there had to be more. What if Roson James is here? His stomach clenched as he tried to clear his head and find the other Order members. Maybe this was a mistake.

      Smoke swirled around him, and the heat in his belly grew.

      And there was a trembling. That trembling had persisted.

      It was a surprising energy, and that trembling that lingered, flowing all around him, seemed more potent than what he could have expected.

      But it also seemed to push him, guiding him forward. It was similar to how the smoke had guided him. He wasn’t alone.

      I can do this.

      Darkness might push against him, the Lothinal magic, but as he held up his dragon-bone dagger, light surged forth, pushing away the darkness. The orbs held by the Order could not overpower the light and heat. Ishantil had more than enough strength to overwhelm their magic. He had seen it before at the lava lake, where they had repelled James last. They had thought they could destroy the Flame, but Ishantil was strong enough to prevent that.

      He slashed again and again, his dragon-bone dagger carving streaks of light through the darkness around him. With each slash, there was a faint resistance as the magical darkness surrounding him cleared.

      And then an explosion of power struck him.

      He didn’t know if it was from Lothinal or if it came from the power that he was channeling through the dragons. Whatever it was, it was powerful.

      He was in the air. Ty tried to control his fall. He twisted, wanting to protect his head from another blow. Air rushed from his lungs as he landed with a dull thud. Ty gasped desperately for air, and as his vision cleared, he saw smoke swirling violently around him. Could that be the smoke dragon?

      He didn’t know. And at this point, he didn’t know that it mattered. The smoke dragon had helped, but he needed more than just a little help. He had thought that he might be able to use the smoke dragon to fight off Lothinal, or perhaps even the lava dragon, but the two of them weren’t enough. He had made a mistake. For all that Ty thought that he might be able to do, he didn’t have enough of a connection to overwhelm this power.

      Ty groaned and pushed himself to his feet, barely able to grip his dagger. Nearby, one of the velum cried out, and he heard scrabbling in the darkness. He stabbed blindly.

      He didn’t see anything, but he felt it. A man’s body collapsed at his feet, and the velum fell silent.

      Another shriek.

      This one was closer, and he spun, slashing wildly. Another dull resistance and the velum fell silent. He had to do something. His dragons were doing their best to guide and protect him, but it wasn’t enough. He needed more help. The velum.

      Ty whistled.

      It was the only thing that he could think of doing. He had managed to fight this far with his dagger and dragons, but it hadn’t been enough. Not against the power of Lothinal.

      The velum shrieked and stomped in the trees. They were there in the jungle around him, crying out against the intruders. Their calls were a warning, as if they were trying to guide him to safety. He had only to follow that warning.

      So he did. Ty focused on the velum, focused on the cries they made, and he focused on their steady shrieks. He listened and responded.

      One by one, the velum cried out again. One by one the forest began to ring with their sound of their voices. Velum were shrieking all around him.

      There was a trembling in the ground.

      It was almost as if Ishantil were answering his summons. Not Ishantil the dragon, but Ishantil the volcano, coming to his aid.

      He focused on the energy around him. He had to use that.

      He got to his feet.

      The smoke still swirled around him, evidence of the smoke dragon protecting him. Though he could feel it, he wasn’t in any control over it. If he could be, he wouldn’t have to fear the attack. But his dagger still glowed as well.

      There was no other pressure against him. It seemed to have faded away, giving him a moment to regroup and breathe. He was going to need more than just to regroup, though. If Lothinal had returned, and if they were attacking, regrouping wasn’t going to be enough. He would have to attack, drive them out, be the Tecal that he trained to be.

      Only he was not that person. His dragons did not react that way.

      And the only thing that he could do was to use the tricks of the jungle around him. Maybe that would be enough.

      Ty whistled again.

      The velum called out.

      He could hear them coming. The trees swayed, rustling, and that trembling that he’d been hearing seem to take on a different meaning. He didn’t know if it was the velum coming toward him or Ishantil rumbling on his behalf. He no longer cared.

      He whistled again.

      This time, though, there was a different reaction. There was a pressure. There was a darkness.

      And he felt the energy.

      He didn’t move. The dagger glowed, and the smoke swirled, but that wasn’t what worried him nearly as much.

      Ty cried out.

      All around him, the velum shrieked.

      Ty held up the dragon-bone dagger, pushing through the pain, using the trembling he could feel deep within him, and the dagger incandesced. Its light intensified, more and more, burning out into the night, the glowing threatening to blind him.

      The velum shrieked.

      Trees around him swayed, and the velum were moving, some racing away, others coming toward him. Another shriek.

      As soon as the velum shrieked, something echoed deep within Ty. It was the smoke dragon. Power bloomed within him, stretching outward into a pale haze of energy. He could see the energy looping out and around him. The smoke dragon had reacted. A hint of light began to radiate, coming from some place deep within him.

      Ty brandished the dragon-bone dagger.

      A dark swirl of energy pressed upon him. It muted the velum shrieking, and Ty stared. The smoke dragon had continued to push on that darkness, as if there was something there the smoke dragon had uncovered and was trying to overwhelm. He could see it, but more than that, he could feel it.

      As he did, he realized what it was. Shadows, but not shadows like those from Gayal or Dorian’s shadow dragons. This came from something different. It came from something more dangerous.

      The smoke dragon continued to push, sweeping outward, and radiating away from him. He was not in control of it. Regardless of what Dorian or Gayal said to him about what he needed to do with the dragon, he never felt as if she had any control over it. He could feel the waves of energy sweeping through him, and he attempted to use it, but it worked on its own. The dragon worked on his own.

      It pressed against that dark power and began to burn. The burning seared throughout his body. The dragon was consuming some part of his own strength to draw enough power to break free. They were working together, he knew, one granting power to another, but Ty didn’t necessarily have any real strength.

      Light exploded around him.

      Then the darkness collapsed.

      Roson James stood before him, his black hair was slicked back, a sneer crossing his face. He was dressed in black leathers.

      Not black. A deep brown that had been dyed black.

      His clothing was made of velum.

      Their shrieking made more sense.

      He held two items, one in each hand, and the same strange energy radiated outward, a swirling of darkness that reminded Ty of shadows. Perhaps that was what was.

      The smoke dragon radiated from Ty, working around James, but it was pushed back. As the dragon attempted to get closer, Ty could feel something powerful coming from those strange orbs. He had never known what it was, but something clicked, and it made sense.

      It was familiar to him.

      He never would’ve noticed it before because he wasn’t familiar enough with the dragons, but now that he had felt their power surging through him, he recognized it. The two orbs contained dragons.

      The smoke dragon seemed to recognize that, as well.

      Ty had no control. The smoke dragon slammed into Roson James. Ty did his best to follow up on the sudden attack. He slammed his shoulder into Roson, knocking him to the ground. They scrabbled on the ground as the dropped orbs rolled away, one skittering across the clearing under a tree.

      Roson grabbed for his other orb, but Ty brought his dragon-bone dagger down, slamming it into the orb.

      He had no idea whether it would even work. Dragon bones were sharp and strong, but this was another dragon-bone artifact.

      The orb shattered. Darkness radiated outward. And then the darkness swirled. As it did, he waited for that darkness to attack, but it drifted off, heading into the jungle, and disappeared.

      Roson tried to get up, but Ty kicked him. He wheezed as the air left his lungs. Then the smoke swirled, forcing its way down Roson’s throat. He tried to take in a breath, his eyes bulging, going wide, and then he faded into unconsciousness.

      Ty got up, made his way over toward the other orb, and drove his blade into that one as well. It shattered, releasing another streamer of darkness. Perhaps another shadow dragon, or maybe something else. Whatever else it was, it disappeared, heading off into the jungle.

      A rustling in the trees caught his attention. He spun, smoke swirling away from him that he could not control, but then it faltered. “Gayal. I got him. I stopped Roson James.”

      He was tired. Far more tired than he had expected.

      Everything hurt.

      He started to fade, and then Gayal was there, grabbing him, and he finally relaxed.
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      The lava lake glowed in the morning light. Ty sat next to it, knees pulled up to his chest, looking over to where three of the Tecal surrounded Roson James. Dragons circled around him, though not clearly visible. It was more something Ty could feel than what he could see. As those dragons pressed upon Roson James, there was a distinct energy coming from them, and something that Ty thought that he could recognize. He wasn’t sure what it was, though.

      Ty looked up to Gayal. “Has he spoken?”

      He had been concerned that Roson might’ve been killed by the smoke dragon, but it had retreated back into Ty as soon as he had gone unconscious. Even now, Ty could feel the steady burning deep within him. It radiated outward, leaving him feeling that hint of the dragon, but nothing more than that.

      “He hasn’t said anything, other than that he wants to talk to you.” Gayal glanced over to where Roson James sat quietly. “I imagine that he believes that since you were the one to capture him that he would speak to you. He probably thinks you will free him.”

      “I’m surprised I survived,” Ty said. “When the smoke dragon reacted to protect me before, he killed the others.”

      Gayal nodded slowly. “You did use quite a bit of power.”

      “I didn’t have any control over it.”

      “Which is why you need to gain that control, Ty. If you lose it, it’s possible that you will let the dragon draw too much off of you. I know what happens then. I’ve seen it.”

      It was a warning she’d given him before, but there wasn’t much that he could do at this point. He didn’t have the control over the dragon. He might want it, but he could do nothing.

      “How did you know that he was there?”

      “I heard the velum,” he said.

      Gayal cocked her head to the side, listening to the forest, before turning her attention back to him. “You shouldn’t have gone on your own, then.”

      “They were crying out in forest.” That was as easy explanation to give as the truth. He had heard the velum, but he also felt the trembling coming from some place deep within him, almost as if the dragon or the mountain itself had wanted to guide him. Either way, Ty had known that there was something taking place, some energy that he needed to control, and because of it, he had managed to get to the others. “I followed the sound of the velum through the forest. I used that to guide me.”

      “The temple was destroyed, much like the other when we found. I don’t know what they were after.”

      Ty didn’t either. Why come back through here again? They would not have found anything useful, would they?

      Unless there was something with these temples.

      Unfortunately, Ty didn’t have any way of determining what that might be. The only way that he might have would have been using the smoke dragon, but the smoke dragon wouldn’t react for him that way.

      “I have to talk with him,” Ty said, looking over to Gayal. “I need to know what they were doing.”

      Gayal didn’t argue. Ty had half expected that she would.

      Roson looked over to Ty, a lazy expression in his eyes. “You decided to get up. You were quite sleepy, weren’t you?”

      “What were you doing attacking that temple?”

      He started to laugh. “Unfortunately, it’s not going to be so easy.”

      “You don’t have any of your devices. You don’t have your connection to Lothinal magic anymore.”

      Roson James still intimidated Ty, regardless of the fact that he was captured, lying on the ground, surrounded by Tecal that could overpower him. For whatever reason, there was simply something about Roson James that left Ty feeling uncomfortable. He was dressed in a dark jacket and pants, and there was a strange sort of trembling that came off of him, and it took Ty a moment to realize what it was. The smoke dragon sensed Ty’s unease and pulsed heat through his body.

      “There are other ways of reaching power,” Roson said.

      “How do you intend to reach it?”

      Roson glanced around before settling his gaze on Ty. “Such an expert. You, who has known the truth of Lothinal for only a short while, and now you claim expertise?” He smirked. “I find that most amusing.”

      “Whatever you’re planning is not going to succeed.”

      “How certain are you that I haven’t already succeeded?” Roson looked over to him, and there was a dark amusement glittering in his eyes. “Go on back to your little temple, to your brother, the true Dragon Thief, and find the safety that you crave.” He flicked his gaze over toward Gayal. “Perhaps she can help you find your mother and father as she promised.”

      Ty tensed. How much did Roson know about him?

      Too much. Ty knew that. Despite everything that Ty had been through, there was still some part of him that cringed at the idea that Roson would know about what had happened to his family and how Ty searched for parents.

      “How is your brother, Ty?”

      “Why?”

      “All this time, and you don’t even understand him. You don’t understand what he’s been through. And he doesn’t understand you, either. So sad, isn’t it?”

      “You don’t know anything about my brother. And do you know what’s sad? Someone who’s already been beaten who believes they are not.”

      “Have we been beaten?”

      Ty shook his head. “Your entire Order of the Flame—”

      “Mine? I think you’re mistaken, Tydornen,” he said, sneering. “There’s a power in your lands that must be destroyed.” He looked up at the Tecal before glancing in the direction of the lava lake and finally back to Ty. “It doesn’t matter. The signal has been sent. It has begun.”

      He grinned at him, and then crossed his arms over his lap, falling silent.

      “What has begun?”

      Roson didn’t answer.

      “What have you done?”

      He still didn’t answer.

      Ty glanced over to Gayal and frowned. This had to be about more than just the Flame. He wasn’t sure what it was, though. They had targeted the Flame here in Ishantil, and perhaps even other places around the kingdom, using the stunted dragons in order to do so. But why come back here?

      “What should we do with him?” Ty asked.

      “Dorian intends to hold him, interrogate him, and then bring him back to the capital where he can be questioned further. They will not continue their attack on the kingdom.”

      “What if there’s no way to stop what they already have planned?”

      “He was their leader,” Gayal said.

      Ty wondered if that was the case or not. And if it hadn’t been, then maybe there might not be anything that they could do.

      He motioned for Gayal to follow him, and they backed away from Roson, back near the tree line. Ty heard a bit of commotion behind him, the sound of the limb swinging through the trees, but it was faint. At least the velum weren’t nearly as agitated as they had been before.

      “Something’s going on,” he said softly. “And it’s more than what he acknowledged. We have to stop him.”

      “Ty—”

      “I know that you don’t believe that I can do this, but I know what I have seen, and I know that we need to find a way to prevent him from continuing his attack. We need to stop his people from carrying out their plan.”

      “He’s captured. You’ve done enough.”

      “What if I haven’t?”

      “The Tecal are looking for others, and we will keep an eye on other incursions, but with Roson James captured, I don’t think we’ll find anything more.”

      Roson James was relaxed and smiling, despite being captured. Ty didn’t understand, which bothered him. There was something more going on here. Maybe Roson had another plan and play. When the Dragon Thief had been chasing him, he had used that to gather items that he had intended to use against the kingdom. Could he have additional plans that he had made that they had not yet anticipated? Could Roson still be working against them, still somehow finding a way to infiltrate the king’s trust?

      The Dragon Touched were no longer trustworthy. That was bad enough. What would happen if he had managed to infiltrate the Tecal?

      It was all too much. He didn’t know what to do.

      He slipped over to Gayal. “He’s after something else,” Ty said, his voice soft. “I don’t exactly know what it is, but this is Roson James.”

      She watched him. “I know.”

      “It was too easy. It should have been more difficult to capture him. It’s almost like he—”

      “He wanted to be caught.”

      He looked over. “That’s your thought, too?”

      Gayal frowned as she turned her attention to Roson James. Her shadow cloak fluttered, and it curled around them, creating an enclosed space. “We have to be ready. Either the Order is ready to attack, to spring him free, or they are planning some other attack where they need him captured. We will be vigilant. All of us. We can return to the kingdom, return to the capital, and from there we can try to ensure he does not succeed.”

      He breathed out. “I need some rest. It feels like I haven’t slept in forever, but I know that’s not the case. I know that it’s tied to the dragon.” More than just the dragon, it was the proximity to Ishantil. Some part of this pulled on him in a way that he couldn’t quite understand. “Could you bring me back to the city?”

      Gayal glanced over, before nodding briefly. Her shadows deepened around them and then carried him down in a quick surge of movement and pressure. As soon as they reached the outskirts of the city, Zarinth spread out around them, old stone mixing with newer construction on the side of the city, the Temple of the Flame rising up in the middle, the eternal Flame burning atop from it. “Where will you be?”

      “My home. It’s still my home, I think. But maybe not for long.”

      Gayal glanced back toward Ishantil. “Be prepared to depart quickly.”

      He nodded, and with a flutter of her shadow cloak, she disappeared again.

      Ty stayed fixed in place. He debated where he wanted to go.

      He needed to rest, much as he had told Gayal, though he also did not know if he wanted to rest. Ty found himself wandering, and as he neared his own home, he felt somebody following him.

      He backtracked, ducking into an alley, until he saw the figure.

      “Well, at least you haven’t grown that soft,” Bingham said, chuckling as he neared.

      He was an older man, though not nearly as old as he had seemed when Ty had first started working with him. He was dressed in a gray cloak, and had a small knife strap at his waist, along with a pouch draped over his shoulder.

      There was further movement along the street, and Ty realized that Bingham had not come alone. He frowned, and as he stared along the street, it dawned on him.

      “Really?” Ty said.

      “You have to stop with that reaction,” Bingham said. “She’s a capable thief, and she is useful.”

      “It’s because of her that Eastley died. I don’t care how capable she is. I care what happened to my friend.”

      Bingham glanced over to where Olivia approached and shook his head slightly.

      “I understand the way you feel, but it’s more complicated than what you know.”

      “It’s not more complicated,” Ty said. “And you making that comment tells me all that I need to know about what you value.”

      “I value you,” Bingham said.

      Irritation flashed within Ty. “You valued my mother. You never valued me. You only used me because I had an eye for the obsidian relics. That’s the only thing you really care about. Money. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised that you decided to come back here rather than staying in Carn. What does Esme have to say about it?”

      Bingham frowned. “She will understand.”

      Irritation flashed within him, and though he knew it shouldn’t, he couldn’t shake it.

      “I don’t know, she might be upset about you spending time around a young woman like that. But you should be careful. I know the kind of things that she likes to do.”

      Bingham watched him for a long moment. “This is about you, or is it about her?” He nodded toward Olivia.

      “It’s about neither. Eastley was my friend, Bingham. I know that you didn’t necessarily care about them as much as I did, but he was my friend. He was a skilled thief for you, as well. And if that doesn’t matter, he was also loyal. I figured that, if nothing else, would matter to you. He was always willing to pull a job, no matter how dangerous, and he was willing to risk himself for me.”

      “I know,” Bingham said. “He was a good boy.”

      Boy. Ty didn’t know why that bothered him as much as it did, but for whatever reason, he found himself bristling at that. Did Bingham think of him as a boy? Even a good boy?

      He started to turn away, when Bingham reached for him. “Sometimes, you have to look past your own personal issues and do what’s best.”

      “And Olivia is you doing what’s best?” Ty asked without looking over to him. “Is that because she offers you the best chance of making money now that I’m no longer a part of your team?”

      “It’s not like that,” Bingham said.

      Ty snorted, and he turned back to Bingham. “It’s always been like that, Bingham. You left Carn for the opportunities that you had here.”

      There might be something more to it, but he wasn’t even sure what it was. He had not had the opportunity to press Bingham about his connection to Ty’s mother, though he had known there was some connection. It was that connection which Ty knew that he should dig into, but not now, not with Olivia standing only a dozen paces away, watching him, likely judging him the way that she always had.

      He resisted the urge to yell at her. It would do no good.

      She had never attempted to hide the fact that she was always willing to do what was in her best interest. She had always served herself, her own wealth, and her own purposes. She had never cared about others. Not the way that Ty had come to. And he had come to care about Eastley, who was his friend. And despite everything, Ty had thought that Bingham understood, and had thought that Bingham was his friend.

      That had been a mistake as well.

      It was a mistake that he would not make again.

      “I’m going to be leaving the city soon,” Ty said, looking over to Bingham. “I don’t know if I’m heading back to the capital or not, but I don’t want to see her there. If I see the two of you skulking about, I’m going to make sure the Dragon Touched know that you are a thief. They already know she’s a thief.”

      “So you serve the king so fully now?”

      “Should I not? I’m Tecal, after all.”

      “A trainee,” Bingham said. “And you can still make your own choices.”

      “What makes you think that I’m not making my own choices?”

      “You haven’t even asked me about her.”

      There it was.

      Ty looked over to Olivia. She stood casually, back up against a nearby building, looking down at the ground, though Ty suspected she was fully alert and ready for action.

      She was a skilled thief.

      A skilled actress.

      But despite all of that, as he looked over to her, he couldn’t shake his attraction to her. He should not allow that to guide him, but for whatever reason, it did.

      “Because I don’t know if you’re going to tell me the truth,” he said.

      “I think at this point you have earned the right to learn the truth.”

      “Only at this point?” Ty snorted. “And here I thought that I had earned that right long before. Here I had thought that because she was my mother, and because I had been looking for her, looking for some way to find her, I had deserved that.”

      “It’s not like that.”

      “Oh. Now I see. You just wanted to keep things from me.”

      “Some things need to say buried. Or so I thought. Unfortunately, it seems as if I am not able to protect you as well as I thought.”

      “Protect me from what?”

      “Protect you from those who would use you.”

      “You mean like you?”

      “I’ve never tried to use you other than to have you work with me. I offered you an opportunity.”

      “What aren’t you telling me about my mother?”

      “I’m not keeping anything from you, Ty.”

      “You are. You always have. You, Albion, even Maeve and Maggie, have all kept things from me. Maybe it’s time that I find my own answers.”

      “Maybe it is time,” Bingham said. “And when you do, I hope that you remember that all I have ever done was look after you. It’s no different than what I did for your mother.”

      “Really?” Ty nearly lost his composure. Even the smoke dragon that swirled inside of him seemed to react. Finally, after taking several long breaths, he settled. “Enjoy whatever you and Olivia have planned in the city. Don’t make me decide what to do with you if I run into you again. I can overlook it now, but eventually, when I’m a full-fledged Tecal, I don’t think that I can.”

      “If that’s the way you need it to be, I understand. Just know that I wish that it could be different.”

      “We both do,” he said.

      Ty started away, and when he did, he wished that he had gotten some kind of answer, something more that he could say, or do, but he did not know what to do or say when it came to Bingham, and so he started down the street, passing Olivia, nodding to her briefly, and ignoring the slight tilt of her hips, the fullness of her lips, and the hint of a smile on her face. All of it was an act. It was always an act, just like Bingham.

      He made his way toward the temple. That was where he needed to be. Go to Albion. Perhaps he would have answers, but even if he didn’t, Ty was no longer certain that it mattered.

      As he reached the temple, there was a line of people heading in for the morning ceremony. He waited until the line had all gotten seated, and he followed, heading into the back of the temple and looking toward the altar where another flame burned.

      Dragons lined the inside of the temple, though none of them had a dragon pearl within them the way they once had. Ty had seen to that. He didn’t even feel guilty about it anymore. Not now that he understood the dragon pearls were some way of controlling power. Still, the dragon sculptures might be more than what he had realized. Roson James certainly had thought so.

      He didn’t see Albion.

      He didn’t really expect that his brother would be leading the service, but Albion wasn’t even among the assistant priests working there. Ty wasn’t exactly sure what role his brother played within the priesthood any longer. He was a priest, that was clear enough, but beyond that, Ty simply didn’t know what his brother did within the priesthood.

      Ty slipped out and into the side corridor and up the stairs, glancing behind him to ensure that none of the priests paid any attention to him. He made his way up the stairs, and as soon as he got to the top of the stairs, he paused. All around here was a significant collection of art all gathered from places of power. Dragon relics, paintings, sculptures, and items that he once would have considered stealing.

      His mother would have loved to have seen those relics. There was always something to the relics that she had been intrigued by, always something that she had wanted to find, and so far, Bingham still had not yet shared the truth. There was more to his mother than what Ty had known. More to him, as well. Had his mother known that he had the potential to be a Tecal? Had his father?

      As he walked along the hallway, Ty tried to test for any sense of the smoke dragon, something that he had never done while he was within the temple. For that matter, Ty had tried to feel for anything within the temple. He didn't know if there would be any way for him to detect much of anything here or if it would augment his power in any way. He reached a doorway, the same doorway where he had found his brother when he had first come back to Zarinth. He stopped in front of it. Strangely, there came a stirring from deep within him, that of the smoke dragon, but it was also something else, a faint trembling.

      It was the lava dragon.

      Ty was aware that he was there, able to feel its pressure and energy. It was pushing that energy outward, trying to prove something to him. The dragon wanted him to know that it was still there within him. He focused on that power, wondering if perhaps he might be able to draw upon something more, or if that energy was merely hidden buried deep within him.

      The door to the room came open, and Albion stood on the other side. He was several inches taller than Ty, had darker skin, and chestnut brown hair. Tired lines around his eyes made him look older than he used to. He looked weary, exhausted, and there was something almost haggard about him.

      “Ty? I wasn't expecting—” Albion looked along the hallway, sweeping his gaze in either direction before turning his attention back to him. “That was you?”

      Ty shrugged. “I don't know. What was me?”

      “I felt something. I don't know what it was, but I certainly didn't think that it was you.” Ty frowned. He had known that his brother had some potential but wasn’t exactly sure how it would manifest. Perhaps he was Dragon Touched, though if that were the case, Ty didn’t know how much formal training his brother had.

      “Can I come in?”

      “Of course you can. Is everything well?”

      “As well as it can be. I was just up near Ishantil, and the Order attacked again. Well, not the entire order. Roson James.” He looked over, noticing the way that Albion watched him. “We got him.”

      A wave of relief swept across Albion’s face as he regarded him for a moment. “Why do I get the sense that you aren’t as pleased as you should be to have caught him?”

      Ty made his way into the room before looking around and taking a seat on the bed.

      The room was fairly empty. Albion didn't have much in the way of decoration here, though he wasn't surprised by that. He hadn't been here very long, and it seemed as if he didn't intend to stay long. When he closed the door, he took a seat on the chair nearest him, and he watched Ty, a look in his eyes that suggested that he was uncertain.

      For that matter, Ty felt uncertain, too.

      “I thought that you would have celebrated catching him,” Albion said. “I might've chased him for years, but you suffered under his influence just as much.”

      “It's not that I'm not happy that we caught him,” Ty said, looking around the room casually. “It's more that I have a feeling that he wanted us to catch him.” He looked up, holding his gaze. “Does that make any sense?”

      “Of course it does. Somebody like him probably does have another motive, but do you really think he would've wanted to be brought into the kingdom under captivity?” He shook his head. “You saw the prison.”

      Albion shivered slightly. Ty didn’t know what it would’ve been like to have been imprisoned within the Dragon’s Jaw prison, though Albion had done so willingly. It had been part of a ploy to draw Roson James, but it must have also been terrible. Ty had seen the prison and understood how dangerous it might have been.

      “I remember. But you were there willingly.”

      “Just because I went there to try to draw out a danger doesn’t mean they didn’t treat me as if I was truly a prisoner. It wouldn’t have been realistic otherwise, Ty.”

      “Roson was after something.” Ty told him as much as he could about what they had encountered and watched his brother as he did. “You made a point of saying that it was only the beginning. That whatever else was happening would not be over.”

      Albion took a deep breath, letting out slowly. “He was always after something more,” he said, shaking his head slowly. “I never learned what it was, only that he traveled to places powerful with the Flame. It made it difficult to follow him. We simply didn’t know what he was after.”

      “But you didn’t know that it was him at the time.”

      “Not at the time,” he agreed. “We knew someone was visiting places of power. And to be honest, it’s not uncommon for a Dragon Touched to be drawn to those places. How could it be otherwise when they are touched by the Flame?”

      “But they aren’t touched by the Flame. They have a connection to dragon remnants.”

      He had no idea what Roson chased now, but it worried him.

      “I might have to go and see his other places. I suspect I could talk to Gayal and convince her to come with me,” Ty went on.

      “You shouldn’t go alone. And not to a place like that,” Albion said. “You need somebody with a connection to the Flame.”

      Ty started to smile. “You?”

      Albion frowned at him. “You don’t think that I have a connection to the Flame?”

      Ty laughed softly. “Oh, I’m sure that you have a connection to the Flame.” His brother was essentially Dragon Touched, even if he never became one of their rank-and-file troops. “It’s just that I don’t know that you want to take this journey.”

      “I will send word to Zara. We should start with the steam fields. She would like that journey.”

      “Why?” Ty didn’t know his brother the way that he once did, but he recognized that something was being kept from him.

      “Let’s just say that there are things that she might find interesting.”

      “As a healer?”

      He nodded. “Most of the time.”

      “And what is she the rest of the time?”

      “Something else.”
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      There were preparations to be made.

      Ty fully expected to return to the capital, but ever since they had captured Roson, he wasn’t entirely sure what he needed to do, if anything. There was a part of him that had believe that he needed to return to the capital so that he could continue his Tecal training, but then Albion had made his offer.

      It was the day after he had visited with Albion when he ran into Olivia on his own.

      He saw her scouting along the street. It was near a line of merchant shops, along with homes in the distance, and he noticed the distinct prowl she made as she wandered through the streets. She had a slight sway to her hips, and though it irritated him, he couldn’t help but find that incredibly appealing.

      He immediately turned the opposite direction, but it didn’t make any difference. Olivia had spotted him, and she headed directly toward him.

      Ty debated running, going the opposite direction, doing anything other than staying here and having a conversation with her, but he decided that he needed to deal with this. It was his own issue, and he had to come to terms with it. He couldn’t let her have this hold over him.

      She sauntered toward him, and she cocked a brow, a hint of a smile playing at her lips. “Ty. Back on the job, or are you heading back to the capital?” There was a mixture of curiosity and jealousy in her tone that actually made him smile. She was curious. Bingham must not have shared with her why Ty had gone to the capital. And here he thought Bingham was not helpful, but in this case, it seemed as if he was.

      “I am not back on the job,” Ty said. “I’m done with that, at least for now.”

      She smirked. “Is it because you aren’t the best thief in your family?”

      “Bingham told you that?”

      “He didn’t have to. It’s not as if Bingham is the only source I have. There’s no shame in admitting that others are better than you. I don’t have that problem in my family.”

      “Probably because you stabbed them all in the back,” Ty said.

      “I do what’s best for my family,” she said. “And you can’t tell me that you aren’t doing the exact same thing.”

      “I don’t think it matters what I tell you, does it?”

      She looked over to him, and there was a flicker of irritation that fluttered across her attractive face.

      Ty snorted. “See? It doesn’t matter.”

      “Why should it matter?” she asked. “It doesn’t. I’m better off with you gone. Now that Bingham is reestablishing himself, I’m getting the better jobs.”

      Ty debated how much to tell her about Bingham. Should she know that Bingham might not stay in Zarinth? Maybe it would be better for her to find that out on her own.

      “Do you even care that Eastley died?”

      She tensed, glancing along the street before turning her attention back to him. “I didn’t want that to happen to him.” She stepped close, raising her hand, nearly touching him on the chest, before catching herself and withdrawing. A hint of color swept through her cheeks. “I would do anything to take that back.”

      “Anything?”

      “I’m just trying to help the people I care about. I don’t know why you keep pushing back against me, Ty. The more I learn about you, the more I learn that you’re doing the same thing. You want to protect your people. Why is it wrong when I do that?”

      Ty opened his mouth to argue and tell her that he hadn’t betrayed anybody in what he had done, but maybe he had. He had thought the two of them had a connection and had been willing to risk his own place in the city to find out if there was something there. What bothered him more was that he should have known better.

      And maybe that was really the problem. Ty was still mad at her. After all, why shouldn’t he be? Eastley was gone because of her. His best friend was gone. Not only that, but she had fooled him into thinking that there had been something between them, and he had bought it—tinder, coal, and match.

      Perhaps that was why Maeve was upset with him.

      She never said it, but she didn’t need to, either. When Ty had visited her the last time, it was clear on her face.

      “Is there anything that I can do to help?”

      She frowned at him, her brow furrowing. “What?”

      “I’m asking if I can help with your family. I don’t know what you’re going through. I don’t know why you keep doing what you do nor why you keep betraying people the way that you do, but if there’s anything that I can do for you, at least let me know. I have some connections now. I can’t make any promises, but there might be something that I could offer you.”

      Olivia stood with her hands at her side, and for the first time in the years that he’d known her, there was no flirtatious expression on her face. There was no pout. There was no attempt to try to act the part. She had a flat expression.

      “There’s nothing, then?”

      “There’s nothing you could do,” she whispered.

      “What is it? What’s driven you this way?”

      “Something you can’t even understand,” she said.

      He sighed and shook his head. “Well, if you change your mind, let me know. If it is about money, I think Bingham is your best bet. If it’s about resources within the kingdom, I have come to know a few Tecal.” He watched her as he said that and noticed a slight twitch at the corners of her eyes. “But if it’s about something else. Food, supplies, a priest, a healer…” Her eyes twitched again. “A healer. That’s what it is. I don’t know who is sick or with what, but I have a friend Maeve who might be able to help—”

      “No one can help,” she snapped.

      With that, Olivia spun, storming off. She left Ty staring after her.

      In all of the interactions that he’d had with Olivia, he had never felt like he came out with the upper hand. Even this time, when it seemed as if she had reacted because he had figured out what she needed, he wasn’t sure that he actually had the upper hand. He wasn’t sure that he wanted that, either.

      A healer?

      What kind of healer did Olivia need that she couldn’t find? Maeve was skilled and might be one of the most skilled—and affordable—healers in this part of Zarinth. Why wouldn’t she have gone to Maeve?

      But Bingham would have known about Maeve. If it was only about a healer, there would be no reason that she couldn’t have gotten that help already. There would be no reason that Bingham wouldn’t have suggested someone like Maeve to her.

      Which suggested to him that there was something else going on. Perhaps whatever had happened, and whatever illness it was, could not be healed.

      He couldn’t even imagine something like that.

      He sighed and turned. He wasn’t finished with his supply run and needed to gather more before they departed. If he was going to go with Albion like this, then he was going to need some supplies as they made their way south. Enough for the two of them. Three, he corrected himself. By the time Zara reached them, they would need more.

      After having gathered some food supplies, some blankets, and some other various traveling items, he debated whether or not to visit Bingham again. He never did get his answers about his mother.

      A fire near the edge of the city nearest Ishantil caught his attention. People were running, some of them bloodied, and most panicked. Another explosion thundered.

      Was Ishantil erupting?

      Ty didn’t think that was the case. Were it Ishantil, he would have expected to have felt something deeper—and perhaps with the connection to the dragons.

      This was something else.

      A soft pulling of his dragon came to him, guiding him toward the edge of the city, though Ty headed that way on his own. People raced from them, heading away from this part of the city. The fires along the edge of the city blazed bright and hot, and several buildings had been destroyed, reduced to little more than a pile of stone.

      The dragon led him to Gayal, whose face was bruised, and she was winded.

      “What happened?”

      “Roson James,” she muttered. She clenched her jaw. “We had him, but…”

      “But what?” he asked.

      “But he fought his way free,” she said.

      Ty found himself trembling. He wasn’t sure if it was anger, frustration, or some other emotion. The only thing he knew was that they had captured Roson James, and now he’d escaped.

      “How many were lost?”

      She glanced over. “Three Tecal.”

      “How many dragons?”

      That was the greater concern. And more than anything, he suspected that was part of what Roson had intended in his captivity. He had wanted them to hold him for some reason, some purpose that Ty could not even fathom. He didn’t know if it was about the dragons, about the Tecal, or perhaps something else entirely.

      “None that we can tell. He’s moving south,” she said. “Dorian has been trailing him.”

      “By himself?”

      She frowned. “Do you think Dorian is incapable?”

      “That’s not what I was saying,” he said hurriedly, but realized immediately how it had sounded. He was challenging the most skilled of the Tecal, but not without reason. Dorian had struggled. “It’s just that Dorian lost his connection to the dragon. I don’t know that he’s the best person to do this.”

      She breathed out heavily. “You aren’t wrong in that,” she said. “But I can’t tell Dorian that. I don’t think that anybody could tell Dorian that.”

      “How many Tecal remain?”

      It was a dangerous question, he knew. He didn’t really know how many Tecal there were within the kingdom the first place, but now this was a very different level of concern. The Order was ticking them off, and over time, they would all be slaughtered. All of the dragons would be lost.

      “Not enough.”

      “What happens if Lothinal gets too powerful?”

      “You don’t think they are already?”

      “I’m sure that they are, it’s just that I think that we still can head them off. We can coordinate with the Dragon Touched, the remaining Tecal, and—”

      “We’re running out of options. We need to stop Roson James and prevent whatever he intends, and we need to do so before they complete their next attack. It’s time for us to leave.”

      Ty glanced toward the temple. “I had talked to my brother about going.”

      “He might useful. There are places that Albion can reach that you and I cannot. Not without a priest. If he accompanies us, though, it’s likely we’ll be able to gain access to some of these temples and waypoints that we wouldn’t be able to otherwise.” He rarely saw Gayal flustered, but she was flustered now. He could see it in her eyes. “I’m not sure about anything right now. We are at a disadvantage here. We have to figure out what he’s after. It has to be about more than just destroying the Tecal.”

      “What if that’s all it is?”

      “Then all of us are targets. But I think it’s about more than that. I think he intends to do something else. Having seen the temples near Ishantil destroyed, and the fact that he’s heading south…”

      South. The direction Albion had wanted to go anyway.

      What had he known?

      “The steam fields?”

      “That’s my fear.”

      “Let me get Albion to go. I’ve already started to gather supplies. I don’t have enough for us to all go, not on a long journey, but—”

      “You keep thinking about traveling like a normal person. Once you gain control over your dragon,” she said, glancing past him, before turning her attention back, her voice dropping, “you will find that you don’t need to think about traveling in the same way.”

      “I know I don’t,” he said. “It’s just that I’m not able to travel like that. I wish I was. I wish that my dragon would react to me, but when he does, it seems to be on his terms, not at all on mine.”

      She chuckled. “I would love to tell you that it’s just because it is a dragon, but I think it’s more about your approach to the dragon. I suspect that if you were more assertive, you won’t have the same challenge.”

      “I doubt that,” he said. Ty shook his head and sighed. “Should we meet as soon as I can gather Albion?”

      “That would be best.”

      Ty found his way to the temple, waited in Albion’s room for him, and explained what had happened. Albion quickly packed, and they caught up to Gayal.

      “Ty tells me that you have a unique way of traveling,” Albion said. He was dressed in his priest robes, which looked uncomfortable and warm, but they suited Albion well.

      “We never had the opportunity to travel like that together,” she said.

      “Because you wanted to hide that part of you from me.”

      “Much like you have hidden things for me,” she said.

      Albion shrugged. “When we’re finished with this, the two of us need to have a conversation about many things.”

      Ty frowned. “Why afterwards?”

      “Well, maybe while we’re doing this. I have a feeling that during the journey, we’re going to need to have a conversation.”

      Gayal watched them, frowning, but said nothing.

      “If you’re ready, we can travel.”

      The shadows swept out from her, looped around them, and then there was the sense of movement. It was rapid, a pressure that squeezed upon Ty and left the smoke dragon buried within his belly trembling with heat. He could feel the smoke dragon’s desire to join in the flight, but either it did not know how to, or simply couldn’t. By the time the pressure stopped, the position of the sun had shifted, and Ty looked around. The air was hot and dry, no longer the same humid air that he had around Ishantil. Albion swept his gaze around him, his eyes widening slightly, and though Ty didn’t know his brother as well as he once had, he recognized the look of surprise lingering in the back of his eyes.

      “Why only this far?” Ty asked.

      “This is as far as the dragon can take us.”

      In the distance, Ty noticed a faint haze rising up.

      “The steam field?” he asked, pointing to it.

      “That is where you and your brother were going to go, right?”

      “We had come out here because he wanted to find Zara.” He looked over to Albion. “But he didn’t tell me quite why she was coming here, of all places. Why was that again, Albion?”

      Albion stared into the distance. “I always found the steam quite lovely. Not everybody does, but I do. I can feel the Flame here.” He looked over to Ty. “I imagine that you can, as well.”

      He stood for a moment. There was heat here, and he couldn’t deny that he felt something, but not the way that his brother thought that he could. According to Albion, he would and should be able to feel something even greater than just the steam fields. He should be able to feel fire, power, or perhaps the Flame itself.

      “What is that?” Albion asked.

      He pointed into the distance.

      Gayal step forward, and her shadow dragon cloak began to flutter. “That is why I came.”

      Her shadow dragon separated from her. It went streaking away. Ty had never seen it do that before, but it completely separated from her and went racing away.

      “Does that leave you unprotected?” Ty asked.

      He could feel the bubbling his belly, but it was faint, and nothing more than that. It was there, though, and as he focused on it, he started to question whether that bubbling in his belly was the smoke dragon or whether it was Ishantil. He didn’t know.

      “We need to move.” Gayal looked over to Albion. “There’s a temple here?”

      “Not far from here,” he said. “That’s where I was traveling. I thought that perhaps the two of you were heading there, as well.”

      “I can meet you there, but I’m going to have to take care of a few things first. I’m not sure if Dorian is up there, but I can feel something.” Her eyes closed, and she went entirely still. The shadow dragon that she had used started to tremble as it drifted back to her, and there was power that radiated from it. Far more power than he anticipated detecting.

      Then there came an explosion.

      It streaked toward them, a fireball of energy, but before he could even react, the shadow dragon engulfed it, swallowing the ball of flame.

      Gayal strode forward.

      The shadow dragon surged around her, holding her, and then lifted her.

      “I will meet you soon. Get to the temple. They should offer you protection if you’re attacked. I need to draw them off, and then we can decide what we do next.”

      She disappeared in a swirl of dark shadows, followed by a blast of flame that came from the Lothinal attackers. Then there was silence.

      Lothinal had attacked.

      And now was completely gone.

      He could feel the smoke dragon in him. It had wanted to react, but had stopped, almost as if it didn’t know what to do now that Gayal had departed.

      “Well? We should do as she suggested and get to the temple.” Ty looked over to Albion.

      “I don’t know if we will have gotten here before Zara,” Albion said. “She travels quickly—"

      “That quickly?” Ty asked.

      Albion didn’t answer.

      Ty turned to Gayal. “What about you?”

      “There are a few other places and I need to test. I won’t be gone long. Watch for the shadows. Whether mine or Dorian’s, know that we will keep looking for you. And pay attention. Be vigilant. The Order lingers. We have to be careful that we do not permit them to attack.”

      With that, the shadows swept around her, and she disappeared with a fold of power. Ty felt it as a fluttering in his belly, as if the smoke dragon were trying to call to him, trying to be alerted to the sudden shifting, but then that sense faded, leaving Ty with nothing.

      After a long silence, Albion spoke. “The rest of the journey will be more difficult I doubt that your Tecal friend would have been able to travel through the steam fields very easily. They’ve changed over time. More recently. That’s part of the reason that I wanted to come here. I’ve been watching them over the years, but more so as reports have continued to spread about the steam fields.”

      “What sort of reports?” It left Ty wondering if what had changed with the steam fields would be tied to the Order and Lothinal, but he had a hard time thinking about how they would’ve done something that wouldn’t have been detected before now.

      “I can show you. It’s much easier than describing it to you. Come along.”

      They started walking. Ty looked back in the direction that Gayal had disappeared, wishing that he could’ve gone with her. It seemed to him that it would’ve been easier, but traveling by foot, traveling with his brother, was necessary. At least, he thought it necessary.

      They had to find Roson James before he followed through on his plans. They had to stop him, but even that might not be enough. Even if they did, it wouldn’t stop anything he had already put into motion. He couldn’t even be sure that catching James wouldn’t be part of his elaborate plans.

      As they reached the outskirts of the steam field, the smoke dragon fluttered in his belly, but Ty couldn’t exactly tell why. Whatever it was, Ty didn’t like the possibilities.
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      The steam fields stretched in front of Ty, a vast and massive expanse of hazy darkness. The energy radiating from it was incredible, but also strange and mysterious. He had never come to this part of the world before, though he had heard about it and knew that places like this existed. It was similar to Ishantil, at least from the standpoint of what the priests believed of the Flame powering it. Steam radiated around him, occasionally erupting a geyser of heat and haze before calming. There was often little warning, and a narrow path guided them through.

      “You said you chased him here,” he said, glancing back at his brother Albion.

      Albion was a little bit taller and older than him. However, dressed in his priest robes, he looked very little like the young man that Ty remembered when they had been younger.

      “I did follow him here, but not all the way out here,” Albion said, sweeping his gaze over the massive expanse.

      Ty didn’t know how much time they had before the Order took action. When it came to Roson, it was possible that they were already too late. They stood in the center of one of the walkways leading to the steam fields. In the growing darkness, it was difficult to see much other than the heavy haze that covered everything. It made breathing difficult, though Ty had grown up in the humidity of the jungle and had visited the lava lake near Ishantil many times, so it wasn’t terrible for him, only unpleasant. Each time one of the geysers of steam would erupt, he found himself jumping in a way that he never would have were he on Ishantil and dealing with the lava.

      “It seems like you’re keeping something from me,” Ty said.

      He had felt that way the entire journey, and though Albion claimed he was not, increasingly Ty began to think that there was more to what his brother knew than what he was sharing.

      “Why would I keep anything from you?”

      Ty snorted. “You’ve been keeping things from you ever since you left Zarinth.”

      He tried to reach for the smoke dragon, feeling the faint burning of the dragon. There was an energy bubbling from within him, but nothing more than that. The dragon might be there, but it didn’t respond to him the way that he wished that it would.

      At least, it had not.

      When one of the geysers erupted somewhere distantly, a soft hiss that sent a new wave of heat flowing toward him, there came a burst of energy deep inside of Ty. The dragon was responding to the energy of this place.

      He tried not to think that there was something to the Flame, but it became increasingly difficult to deny that possibility when he felt what he did here.

      He still couldn’t form the cloak the way that the other Tecal could, but he could feel the dragon within him, and that was something.

      “What was that?” Albion asked.

      Ty glanced back at him, shaking his head. “It was nothing,” he said.

      “Are you talking to it again?”

      “He’s a him, not an it.”

      Albion chuckled. “I'm not trying to offend you.”

      “You’re not offending me. You’re offending the dragon.”

      A surge of power came again, and this time, Ty was aware that it was the smoke dragon. He was definitely reacting to the steam field.

      But why here?

      He focused on the burning within him, using the connectivity that they shared, and tried to hold onto that power. The next step to it was calling the smoke dragon out, something that Ty still struggled with. He could feel that energy, but using it was something else altogether.

      Another geyser erupted near them, and he found Albion watching him. “It gets easier the longer that you’re here.”

      “I’m not worried about it,” Ty said.

      Albion started to smirk. “Oh, I can tell that. You look entirely comfortable here.”

      Ty breathed out, looking down at the path. Thick timbers were set on the ground, giving them an easy walkway. Albion claimed the priests had placed these timbers, giving them a way to navigate amongst the geysers, so that they could visit with the Flame. Supposedly, it allowed the priests to come to know the Flame in ways that they could not otherwise. Ty found that amusing, though perhaps it shouldn’t be. Priests went up to the lava lake for much the same purpose.

      When Ty had asked Albion about the geysers, and if any of them were more potent than others, he had merely shrugged.

      “What is potent but the Flame?”

      Ty had laughed at the idea, but as he stood on the path, feeling the eruptions around him, he started to question if that was a better answer than he had anticipated at first.

      Each of these geysers were massive. The ones that they passed shot dozens of feet into the air. The ones that he couldn’t see seemed to radiate just as much heat as those that he could. All of it helped form the haze around him.

      He had a sense of the dragon around him, though. The dragon seemed to flow throughout him, and with each eruption, there was a pressure, as if the dragon were tempted to escape.

      “Are you coming?” Albion asked.

      “I’ve been coming with you this entire time,” he said.

      “You keep pausing. I understand if you’re uncomfortable. I’m just telling you that—”

      “I’m coming,” Ty said. He turned his attention away from his brother, and once again started to focus on the steam, feeling for the energy deep beneath the ground. The smoke dragon still drifted deep beneath the ground, buried within the steam field, probing.

      He had no idea if any of the other dragons of the Tecal would’ve been able to help. “We should really try to get there before it gets dark,” Albion said. “The steam fields are difficult to navigate in the daylight, especially as we get closer to the temple. But in the darkness, one wrong step…”

      Ty looked over. He thought that he could feel the path beneath his boots, but maybe Albion was right. Keep moving when they could still see the path, so that if they were to get sidetracked, he wouldn’t get pulled under by that heat. He didn’t know if the smoke dragon would protect him. It was possible that it would. The smoke dragon had offered him layers of protection from other issues, even healing him. He had his suspicions that he might even be able to survive if he were to stumble into the steam. Assuming the smoke dragon offered that protection, anyhow. They trudged along the path. At one point, Albion veered off to the left, a path that guided them further south.

      “Are you sure that you know the way?”

      “Have you ever traveled through here?”

      “Not like you have,” Ty said. “Was this part of your mission?”

      “This was part of my journey to the priesthood,” Albion said. “When I first joined, they welcomed all who were believers. Anyone who wanted to offer a connection to the Flame was welcomed, but that wasn’t enough for me.” He looked over, holding Ty’s gaze, almost as if he expected Ty to understand. “Growing up near Ishantil the way that we did, I felt like I understood the Flame. I think that was part of the reason they sent me on this pilgrimage.”

      Ty smirked at the comment. “A pilgrimage?”

      “Of a sort. It was a journey to follow the Flame. It was our way of trying to learn and understand the power that could be found within the Flame. Having grown up around Ishantil, I had to understand other ways that the Flame manifests.” He paused, and there was another burst of hissing steam, and Albion raised a hand. “You can feel it. I know that you can. I don’t know if it is because of your additional gift, or if perhaps there is something else to it, but I’ve seen it from the way that you react each time since we’ve arrived.”

      Ty frowned, though he wasn’t sure that Albion even paid any attention to that. “I can hear them erupt,” he said.

      “That’s not what I’m referring to.” He glanced over, and he grinned for a moment. “You try to hide the truth from yourself, but all that happens is that it forces its way onto you. You cannot ignore the truth indefinitely, Tydornen.”

      Ty snorted, annoyed that he’d use his full name. “It’s not a matter of trying to hide the truth.”

      “It’s not a matter of accepting it, either.”

      “And what truth is that? Do you know some great truth about what happened to our parents? Do you know some great truth about why they left? Bingham certainly does, but he has kept it from me.”

      Albion regarded him for a moment with an unreadable look on his face. “What do you remember of what happened before mother left?”

      They veered along the path, Albion moving quickly, his steps easy. Ty found himself looking down, watching the timbers. He couldn’t imagine how they had been brought out here. By dragon, possibly, though perhaps that was before any dragons had existed in their current form. Maybe by Tecal, using their connection to the dragons. A horse and wagon wouldn’t make it this far, and certainly wouldn’t make it easily. It was the reason that he and Albion had come by foot after leaving the southernmost village of Broln.

      “I don’t know,” Ty said. He had stiffened again when they had made their way further south, taking another path. The paths were getting narrower, rather than wider as he would’ve expected heading closer to the temple. “You know that she was always fascinated by dragon relics. I remember visiting Bingham with one particular relic. It was massive, and I remember how excited she was to find it.”

      “Do you know why?”

      Ty snorted. “The prize money, I suppose. Relics like that are sold to the king and are incredibly valuable.”

      Albion stopped, and he looked out around them, waving his hands out toward the steam fields. He held his hands in front of him, as if he were worshiping. “Do you think that mother would have sold one of those relics to the king?”

      “She went through Bingham. Of course she did.”

      Albion shook his head slightly. He continued onward. “Then you didn’t understand,” he said, his voice dropped into a soft whisper.

      “What didn’t I understand?”

      “You didn’t understand what mother did.”

      He continued onward, and the darkness that was building around them made it difficult for Ty to see very far, especially as it mixed with the haze that radiated from each of the geysers erupting. Ty followed his brother, irritation bubbling up within him.

      How dare he accuse Ty of not knowing their mother? Ty had spent far more time with their mother than Albion ever had. He had been so devoted to the Flame so early on that he had abandoned their mother.

      “As if you understood her.”

      Albion looked back. “Did you ever talk to her about the relics?”

      Ty frowned. “What?”

      “I thought so. If you had ever had a conversation with her, you would have a better understanding about the relics. You might even have understood why she felt compelled to search for them.”

      “Money,” Ty said.

      “No. Money is why you search for relics, not why our mother did. She had a very different purpose behind it.”

      “And that was?”

      Albion regarded him for a long moment. “Be careful with how you step here. The ground gets uneven.”

      “Albion?”

      “I don’t want you to slip and fall. I wouldn’t want anything to happen to you.” Albion strode forward. As he did, Ty realized that he had some kind of dragon-bone remnant in one hand. Maybe he used that to navigate through the steam fields, or perhaps it was a dagger, much like his own.

      He followed his brother, irritation building within him as it had so often of late. He was angry with Albion, though perhaps the anger should be reserved for himself, and not for his brother. Albion had always made it clear what he valued. Ever since he had left for the priesthood, Ty had known.

      “What about you?” Ty asked, storming toward him. He tripped, nearly falling, and a bloom of heat built within him. He frowned as he focused on the smoke dragon, trying to feel for that power deep within him, but that power was faint, barely more than a trace of a fluttering. It was enough that he could feel it deep within him, but he couldn’t use it. And that was the challenge. When they had faced Roson James before, Ty had thought that he was getting closer to understanding how to control his dragons, but it seemed as if his understanding had faded as the danger to him had faded. “You ran off to the Flame.”

      “Because Father wanted me to,” Albion said. “As did I, but he encouraged it. He said that it was the only way.”

      “The only way for what?”

      Albion turned back to him, and then he tipped his head to the side. “Back,” he said.

      He hurried toward Ty, wrapping his arms around him, and pushing him. There came a sudden buildup of heat.

      It was near the path.

      They were going to be fast enough. Albion was fast enough to get away from the sudden burst of heat that rose up all around them.

      “Any time now,” he muttered, speaking to his dragon, but not really expecting any response.

      The heat fluttered again, and as it did, he felt that heat working within him, starting to stretch upward and straining to push beyond him. He held onto his connection to the dragon as the heat threatened to overwhelm him.

      He stumbled.

      Albion was there, helping lift him, but heat bloomed around them.

      The dragon exploded out from Ty, a hazy swirl of smoke energy that surrounded them in a barrier, protecting them from the heat.

      The dragon maintained that connection for a few moments, before finally retreating. When it did, Ty breathed out.

      “A close thing,” he said, getting to his feet.

      Albion looked over. “That was more impressive than I was expecting.”

      “Well, it would be even more impressive if the dragon would pay attention to me and react when I wanted it to, but unfortunately, he seems to only come when he thinks I’m in any danger.”

      “Why do you think that is?”

      “I don’t know, maybe because he is too much like you.” Ty laughed, but his brother did not.

      “There has to be a way for you to reach an understanding with that dragon more easily.”

      “Don’t you think that I’ve tried?”

      “What does the dragon need from you?”

      It shouldn’t surprise him that Albion asked the very same question that he had when it came to the dragon. When he had first felt that power within him, that burning energy, and had come to know that it was the smoke dragon, Ty had questioned what the dragon needed from him. The other Tecal claimed that he just needed control, but that didn’t seem right. At least, not with the smoke dragon.

      “I don’t know that he needs anything.”

      “And the other?”

      Ty frowned. “What other?”

      Albion laughed softly. “You don’t have to play coy with me, Ty. I know that you know about the dragon from the lava lake.”

      “Ishantil,” Ty said.

      “You call the dragon by the volcano’s name?”

      “It seemed easier than any alternative.”

      “What does that dragon need from you?”

      Ty wanted to object, wanted to say that the dragon needed nothing from him, but didn’t know. He wanted to deny that he was connected to that dragon. That was what he had done with Gayal and Dorian, but there was no point in it. Albion already knew, somehow.

      “I don’t know,” Ty said. “As far as I can tell, the dragon doesn’t need anything from me.”

      “And that is where I would disagree. Think about how long that dragon has been there.”

      “Ever since you placed an egg in the lava pool.”

      His brother smiled tightly. “Perhaps that’s all it is,” he said. “But perhaps what the dragons need is an understanding of the Flame, much like you do.” He turned, spreading his hands again. “And in a place like this, much like in the lava pool, or the fire fields, you can find the Flame. You just have to quest for it.”

      His brother turned away, and Ty focused on the smoke dragon. “What about you?” He muttered. “Do you think that you need to quest for the Flame? Maybe you already know how to reach the Flame, and you are just waiting for me to tell you to go ahead.” There came a stirring, fluttering, and the dragon burned within him. “You can explore, if that’s what you need.”

      The dragon fluttered within him for a moment, and then it started to shift, sliding around inside of him, so that he could feel that power, that energy, and he realized how it worked through him.

      And then…

      Then there was something surprising.

      The dragon began to withdraw, floating out. He felt it dissipating outwards. It was smoke, but it blended into the haze and drifted down, of all places.

      Since Ty was connected to the smoke dragon, bonded to the creature, he felt what the dragon felt. It was almost as if the dragon wanted to explore, wanted to feel the heat and energy of the steam, and as he raced into the nearest geyser, power flowed down.

      Albion called his name, but Ty didn’t want to move. He wanted to stay here so that he could understand what was going on.

      The dragon floated.

      There was a vast emptiness.

      Somehow, Ty understood that emptiness, and somehow, he could feel that deep beneath the ground. He could feel the way that it spread out beneath him, as if there was something there that he was supposed to feel. The smoke dragon wanted to share the truth of this space with him.

      Ty turned. All of this vast expanse of the steam fields was powered by a singular source. Each of the geysers erupting came from the same pool of superheated water or fire beneath the ground.

      Maybe Albion was right. Maybe this was the Flame.

      “Ty?”

      Albion was there, and he touched Ty, but Ty did not react. He didn’t do anything. He didn’t dare do anything.

      There was power all around him.

      “What are you doing?” Albion asked, his voice a whisper.

      “I can feel it,” Ty said.

      “The Flame?”

      “I can feel heat. I can feel everything.”

      Albion smiled. “You are in a place of the Flame. It’s not surprising that you should be aware of it, especially here. Many come here, and they can feel the connection to the Flame, and they are aware of how it flows here, and the energy that builds within it. Many come here, and they know the truth, truth that they can’t find anywhere else.”

      Ty wasn’t sure if that was what he detected, or whether it was simply the burst of power that he felt around him.

      The dragon started to withdraw, but pressure was building.

      The dragon wasn’t going to be able to withdraw fast enough.

      He felt a surge of panic.

      It wasn’t his panic. It was the smoke dragon.

      A geyser near him erupted. Then another. And another. They began to build, geysers all around exploding. There was a trembling beneath the ground, and as Ty became aware of that, he could feel that trembling, he could feel the power coming from beneath him, and…

      “What’s happening?” Albion whispered.

      “The dragon did something,” Ty said.

      He had to help the smoke dragon.

      Ty tried to call the dragon back, but he wasn’t powerful enough to do that. He could feel the dragon connecting to him, and within that connection, there was the sense of the heat that he knew flowed between the two of them, but there was nothing more. There was just that heat.

      Ty tried to draw the dragon back. He had to find some way to do it, some way to summon the dragon, but even as he attempted to do so, the dragon fought. Steam burst all around him, and then it became less pressure, and more of a steady hissing. That heat trailed from the steam fields, in through the smoke dragon, and then into Ty.

      Heat built within him in a way that it had not before. He felt that connection, and he could feel it rising up within him. He took a step toward that sense, trying to focus on what he detected, knowing there was something dangerous near him.

      Albion grabbed him but jerked his hand away.

      “Tydornen?” Albion’s voice was a soft whisper. “Do you know what you’ve done?”

      What I have done?

      Ty hadn’t done anything. He had brought the smoke dragon, the smoke dragon had flowed from him down into the steam field reservoir, and then had somehow irritated it. Ty and thought that the smoke dragon was in danger, but perhaps that wasn’t the case. The smoke dragon had refused to withdraw until this steady hissing had persisted, building to the point where it was a persistent sound, the haze of smoke and steam rising all around them. Ty could feel that connection to the steam and the smoke and everything that was out here. He was aware of it through his connection to the smoke dragon, but he realized the flare of heat that he had detected had not come from the smoke dragon—and it had not come from the steam fields around him.

      It had come from someplace else.

      Ishantil.

      Had the smoke dragon created some sort of a conduit between himself and Ishantil.

      In doing so, it had done something to the steam field and the reservoir here. Ty had no idea what it was, though he could feel it.

      “I didn’t do anything. It was the dragon. Not me.”

      “If it was the dragon, then why do you look the way that you do?”

      Ty frowned.

      “Look at you, Tydornen. You’re filled with the power of the Flame.”
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      Ty was surprised at how tired he felt. He had no idea what had happened, though to hear Albion speak of it, it had come from Ty’s connection to the Flame, something that Albion increasingly believed about Ty. He seemed to think that Ty had some greater connection than what he did. This despite Ty having told him that he was connected to two dragons, and that the dragons had been responsible for what Albion had witnessed.

      They were close to the temple. Not close enough that they could reach it quickly, which gave him time to contemplate what had happened, and to contemplate whether there was something more to him that the way that Albion seemed to believe.

      He didn’t think so.

      The smoke dragon had withdrawn, retreating back into Ty, though the steady haze built with even more intensity around them, as if the steam that was here no longer had been bottled up the way that it once had. Whatever connection the smoke dragon and Ishantil had created opened some greater connection to the Flame.

      Albion paused from time to time, lingering near the edge of the path, never venturing off of it, and seemed in far greater spirits than he had before.

      There were no further eruptions.

      “What happened to the geysers?” Ty asked after they had been walking for about thirty minutes after the strange eruption.

      “The geysers were never natural,” Albion said. “They formed recently. No one understood it. We have been trying, but unfortunately, we never figured out the cause.” He looked over to Ty. “But you released the Flame.”

      “I didn’t release anything.”

      His brother continued watching him, something unsettling in his gaze, questions. Though Ty didn’t know what kind of questions he had, nor did he know if he had any answers for his brother.

      For that matter, they had been talking about their parents before the strange eruption had come, and Albion had simply ceased explaining what he knew about them. Ty needed to get his thoughts in order before he pressed his brother, but he still wanted answers. He had to know.

      The further they walked, the more the temple came into view. The haze still shrouded everything. The remnants of the geysers obscured everything around them. But the further they went, the more that Ty began to see other shapes. They were outlined against the growing darkness, and he doubted that they would be able to reach the temple before it became fully dark.

      The temple itself was simple. It was stout, made all of the pale gray stone, and rose up against the backdrop of the steam field, as if to rise above the steam. He didn’t know if there were any geysers that surrounded it, though knowing the priests, he wouldn’t have been surprised that they would have built a temple amidst the geysers so that they could be surrounded by it. Then again, to hear Albion tell of it, the geysers had been a new addition to the steam field, something that had not been here before, so perhaps that wasn’t the case.

      “Would you like to talk about it before we reach the temple?” Albion asked.

      Ty looked over. He could feel the steady burning in his belly, a faint burning that lingered, and though it was there, he wasn’t exactly sure the source of it. He thought that it was the smoke dragon, but there was a part of him that questioned if it was, or whether it was from something else. Perhaps Ishantil burned within him.

      There was one other possibility, and it was that possibility that he suspected Albion questioned.

      “I’m not so sure there’s anything for us to talk about,” Ty said.

      “You may not, but I do. Would you like me to tell you what I think?”

      Ty looked over. “Do I have any choice in the matter?”

      “I told you about what brought me into the priesthood. I told you what I was after.”

      “You are after some connection to the Flame.”

      “What we call the Manifestation of the Flame. We have been searching for the Manifestation of the Flame, knowing that it will be the key to… everything.”

      They continued moving, and Ty found himself staring at his brother, wondering what had happened to him. This wasn’t just a priest. This was somebody who had become a zealot for the Flame.

      How had he ever been willing to serve as the Dragon Thief?

      “You told me that you ventured throughout the kingdom looking for the Manifestation of the Flame.”

      “I did. I thought that I had followed that person out here. Perhaps it was Roson James, or perhaps there was something else.”

      Ty snorted. “It wasn’t me. I haven’t been out here before, so…”

      “Not you, either. Maybe it was just somebody who wanted it to look like it was you.”

      “Again, Albion, you are making this into something that’s not. And that is making me uncomfortable.”

      “I wouldn’t want that, would I?”

      Ty frowned at him. “Would you?”

      “I want you to embrace your truth.”

      “I’m having a hard time thinking that you are willing to let anybody embrace their own truth. Are you like this with Zara, as well?”

      “Zara knows her truth. She has known it for a long time. Longer than I’ve known mine.” His voice trailed off at the end. “You will see.”

      “What will I see?”

      Albion smiled tightly. “There are reasons that Zara couldn’t remain in the capital. She wasn’t comfortable there.”

      “Why? Did something happen to her?”

      Their home had certainly seemed comfortable enough, at least when Ty had visited it. He would be surprised to think that Zara would want to abandon it, especially given the kind of home they had.

      “It’s not like that,” he said, waving his hand. “Carn is safe enough, but there is something about this place, and the Flame, that she finds appealing.”

      The way that he said it suggested something more than what Albion admitted to.

      “Who is she?”

      Albion looked over. “Other than my wife?” He shrugged. “Maybe it’s time that you have answers. Once we meet up with Zara, I will tell you. There is much that you need to know.” He nodded toward a pair of priests approaching. One was older, with a bald head and thin glasses hanging from his nose. The other was a younger woman with short brown hair, and a sharp nose with a severe expression on her face.

      “We don't often have visitors here,” the older of the two said, his voice warbly, with an almost high-pitched quality to it. “But seeing as how the Flame has blessed us with the opportunity to celebrate the steam and power of it once again, we are thrilled to have any visitors.”

      Albion stepped forward, bowing his head slightly. “We are blessed to have the Flame once again,” he said. He extended a hand, and he noticed an unusual ring on the man’s finger.

      It was dragon bone, and though he didn’t know with any certainty, Ty suspected that ring signified that he had some connection in some way to the dragon relics. It had to signify him as a member of some sect within the priesthood.

      “One of the Brethren,” the priest said softly. “Of course you are welcome here.” He glanced behind him. “You are not even the first of our visitors.”

      Albion grinned. “I sent her ahead of me, anticipating our success.”

      The priest arched a brow, frowning as he looked at Albion. “Your success?”

      “Perhaps I should have said my brother’s success.” Albion pat Ty on the back. “He is the reason the Flame burns once again in the steam fields.”

      This was Albion's plan?

      There was a strange tension here. Whether it came from the priest himself, or whether it came from the other, the priestess who watched the whole proceedings with a strange glint in her eye, Ty didn't know.

      “I serve the king,” Ty said quickly. “I am one of the king’s Tecal.”

      The priest’s brow rose, his eyes widening, and he nodded quickly. “Of course. We always welcome one of the Tecal.” He turned, and he motioned to the woman. “Martha will show you the way.”

      Ty nodded to Martha, but she ignored him, keeping her gaze lingering on Albion. There was something to it. Recognition.

      Ty smiled to himself. Could that be part of the tension?

      Not only did they know each other, but Zara was here.

      Only, Albion had not revealed that Zara was his wife. Only that she had been sent ahead by him. The priests turned, heading back to the temple.

      He’s a bigger fool than I ever thought he could be.

      Ty leaned close to his brother, lowering his voice to barely more than a whisper, wishing that he had Dorian's connection over the wind. “Who is she?”

      “You heard who she is,” he hissed back.

      He chuckled softly, which elicited a sharp look over Albion’s shoulder.

      “No. Who is she? The two of you obviously have some history together.”

      Albion clenched his jaw for a moment, working as if he were chewing on something unpleasant. “She is somebody I knew during my training.”

      “Knew? Or knew?”

      Albion shook his head. “It wasn’t like that.”

      “I don’t know. I’ve seen women look at men before with that expression. It’s usually somebody who has been wronged in some way. What did you do to her?”

      It couldn’t be all that different than the way that Olivia had treated him, though he was angry with her even so. Perhaps he shouldn’t be. Perhaps he should be more willing to accept Olivia for who—and what—she was. She had made no attempt to obscure who she was, nor had she attempted to try to hide motivation. Why should he try to change her?

      He shouldn’t.

      Albion shook his head. “Would you stop, Ty?”

      “Or maybe it was somebody the Dragon Thief offended. I wouldn’t be at all surprised to learn that the Dragon Thief did something to upset this poor young Martha.” His voice rose just a little bit at the end, and he chuckled to himself when Albion glanced in his direction again. Though he didn’t want to upset him too much, and at the same time, he also didn’t want to have Martha aware that he was prodding his brother.

      “We can talk about it later,” Albion said softly.

      “And Zara?”

      Albion turned to him, the heat rising in his eyes once again.

      “I told you—”

      “I know what you told me. And I’m just asking.”

      “I told you,” Albion said.

      Ty shook his head, following the two priests as they neared the temple. The path led along a rocky walkway, with nothing but a vast expanse of boggy heated marsh around them. “You're going to have to reveal little bit more than that, Albion. Especially if you want me to work with you.”

      “You’re my brother,” he said.

      “Exactly. I’m your brother. Which means that you should reveal more than what you have. By the Flame,” he said, lowering his voice a little bit more, “you didn’t even tell me that you were married when I first saw you in Zarinth.”

      “It didn’t matter,” he said softly.

      “I’m sure Zara would be thrilled to know that you think that your marriage to her doesn’t matter.”

      “It doesn’t matter because the priesthood wouldn’t recognize it,” he snapped.

      There was more going on here than Ty had realized. Was this what he had meant when he spoke about needing to leave Carn? What secret did Albion know about Zara—and why not share anything with him?

      They reached the entrance to the temple, and Ty approached slowly, glancing all around him as they neared the massive door. A carving for the Flame was worked into it, an enormous etching that looked as if it were designed to mimic the eternal Flame that burned atop the temple itself, but there was something more to it as well.

      “Why wouldn’t they recognize it?”

      He nodded to the priests that had disappeared inside of the temple. “Most don’t truly understand the power of the Flame within the priesthood, Ty. Most believe that the priests celebrate the Flame, and that is it, but there is much more.”

      He glanced over to Ty, who frowned. He thought that he understood, though. There was much about his brother that he didn’t understand, much that he wondered if he could ever understand, but in this case, he thought that he did.

      Ty glanced over his shoulder, looking at the haze that had started to fade behind him. It dissipated slowly, the energy that surrounded them no longer nearly as potent as it had been when they had first arrived. He could feel that energy building, some kind of power that radiated from everywhere around them, and he remained aware of the strange power that he suspected came from deep beneath the ground. It was that power which he worried that he wouldn’t be able to fully understand.

      Something made him uneasy. Perhaps it was simply the energy around here, but he realized that some of that unease came from the steady burning he felt buried in his belly. The smoke dragon was unsettled.

      “You are welcome within the temple of the Flame,” the priest said, turning back to face them. He smiled broadly and looked from Ty to his brother before turning away and waving them forward.

      The temple itself was a simple stone structure, with walls made of the same gray block. The air had a bit of the damp quality to it, unsurprising given the location of the temple and heat that he had felt when he had first come here. It was almost as if the earth itself offered a bit of humidity, creating dampness in the area and something that was almost unpleasant.

      Ty caught up to Albion, grabbing his arm, and turning him around. “What is going on here?”

      “I told you. We came for a place to rest until she returns. You can move on in the morning, but I will need to stay behind.”

      He wasn’t entirely sure that Gayal would return in the morning. She had led off the Lothinal attackers, but he didn’t know how long it would take for her to return. Ty doubted that it would be long. She was skilled enough that she should be able to draw them away, but what if something had happened to her?

      He couldn’t wait here while she fought, and he stayed back.

      He was one of the Tecal now. Even if it was just in training.

      “That wasn’t what you agreed to.”

      “It wasn’t what I agreed to,” Albion said, looking over to him for a moment before turning his attention back in front of him. “But it’s what must be done. Now that Zara is here, I need to ensure her safety.”

      “What do you mean you need to ensure her safety? The priests aren’t going to harm her.”

      Darkness flickered across Albion’s brow. “Not the priests, but there is something else. Come inside, and I will explain more to you. There is much that you need to understand.”

      The temple was quite a bit different than the temple within Zarinth. The temple there was a massive tower, with a large celebration chamber, but this one was different. The worship hall was small, a single-story room situated off to the side of the temple itself, and with a plain-looking wooden altar, the wood gray and stained, appearing rough from a distance, and with a simple lantern burning behind it as a symbol of the Flame. Rather than rows of benches as there were in Zarinth, there were small pads resting on the ground.

      “Come along,” Albion said.

      “I was expecting more,” Ty said softly.

      “This temple is primarily for the priests,” he said. “There aren’t many celebrants who worship here.”

      They were far at the outskirts of the kingdom, but more than that, they were in a place where it was mostly inhospitable, a place of heat and steam and violence. Of course there wouldn’t be anything here.

      He took a deep breath and followed his brother into what appeared to be a small banquet chamber. A long table ran through the middle of the room, with high backed wooden chairs made of the same gray wood as he had seen within the worship hall.

      “Sit,” the priest said, motioning.

      Ty looked over to Albion, waiting for him to say something, but he did not. He just watched, his gaze sweeping from the priests to Zara, standing in the corner, and finally settling on Martha. She was watching the entirety of the proceeding with a dark gaze, and there was something to the way that she looked at Albion and over to Zara that left Ty uncomfortable. Was it anger?

      Zara took a seat at one end of the table and waited. Behind him. Ty frowned. He wanted to ask Zara why she would feel the need to sit behind her husband, but he had a feeling that both Zara and Albion want to keep it quiet.

      “It is surprising that one of the Brethren would have come,” the priest said.

      Albion tipped his head. “Perhaps a bit unusual, but necessary. Especially in light of recent events.”

      “Recent events?”

      Ty didn’t know what Albion might share, but given his connection to the church and how, even though he had disappeared for stretches at a time while working as the Dragon Thief, he had still served the church.

      “You saw how the Flame was attacked.”

      “The Flame was never gone,” the priest said, bowing his head slightly and crossing his arms up over his chest in a movement signifying his devotion to the Flame, “only altered.”

      “Altered?” Albion sat up, and he flicked his gaze from the priest to Martha. “You recognize that the steam fields should not have been altered. The power of the Flame is such that—”

      “We understand the power of the Flame out here,” Martha said. “Those of us who study it understand that the Flame rises with intensity out here, and we have simply sought to understand why the Flame would have changed.”

      Ty looked over to his brother; he had been right. There was something amiss, something more than what he even knew.

      “Perhaps,” Albion said. “Or maybe as I suggested, the Flame was damaged. It’s recovered now, and for that, we must celebrate. The Flame once again reveals its presence out in the steam fields. The Flame once again has demonstrated its power.”

      Martha glanced over to Zara. “She said you were coming,” Martha said. “And she claimed you believe that you had found something.”

      “I told you what I found,” Albion said, looking over to Ty.

      “You found somebody who would interfere with the Flame.”

      “No,” Albion said. “I believe I have found the Manifestation of the Flame.”
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      The room was little more than a closet, and Ty sat silently, resting on a chair and looking over to the table with the stack of books resting atop it, waiting for the priest to come. Irritation flooded through him at his brother and what he had said, mostly because he had essentially put Ty into a situation where he was going to have to either acknowledge that he had some connection to that dragon or he would have to pretend that he was connected to the Flame. Either option wasn’t appealing to him.

      The energy of the smoke dragon still burned deep in his belly. Ty had been far more aware of it ever since coming to the temple, though that wasn’t exactly accurate. It seemed as if he had been far more aware of the dragon ever since coming to the steam fields. He thought that there was something to it that he could find and understand, but the more that he focused on the dragon, the more that understanding eluded him. Given what he had detected when he had been out in the steam fields, Ty had hoped that he might even come to understand Ishantil, but that sense remained vague and distant for him. Both of the dragons avoided him. It was an irritant, and one that was even greater than the irritant he felt from the steady burning that came from the dragon itself.

      “Why can’t you just work with me?” Ty whispered.

      It felt strange talking to yourself in this place—a place of the Flame, a place of power—but at the same time, he was alone here, and the priest would have no way of listening in. The stout door blocking him from going anywhere also prevented the priest from listening in.

      He needed to understand the connection he shared to both of these dragons. The smoke dragon had helped him often enough that he felt like they were forging some aspect of that connection, but there were still aspects that he needed to work on. It was the power of Ishantil that left him with questions that he did not have answers to. Within the link with Ishantil, there was some other layer of power. Perhaps greater power, though he didn’t know if that were truly the case or not. What was power to a dragon?

      “You helped the Flame,” he whispered.

      For a moment, there came a fluttering, a surge of energy that came up from the dragon as it worked out through him, flowing beyond, but then it retreated once again.

      Ty couldn’t tell if that fluttering movement was intentional or not.

      “You want me to be aware of you,” he said again.

      This time, smoke started to swirl.

      Ty focused on how it swirled, the way that it felt within him when it did. There was a distinct pressure, as if the heat were working out from him, and it was something that he wondered if he might be able to control, though doing so felt unusual. That pressure remained within him, and there was something to it, though even as he attempted to feel that magic working from the dragon, he couldn’t determine whether there was anything to it that he could use.

      The smoke continued to swirl outward, and as it did, he could feel that energy getting more and more potent, as if it were trying to press out away from the dragon, and he held onto that connection, feeling that energy, and he tried to squeeze a little bit of power out with it.

      It came slowly. It came, though. More than anything, Ty wanted to see the smoke, he wanted to be rewarded with the presence of that dragon.

      As the smoke drifted out and around him, it swirled, and he wondered if maybe he could control it the way that Gayal and Dorian did, turning it into something like a living cloak, a power that worked around them, forming the energy that created a protective barrier around them. They had far greater connections to their dragons than he did. Still, there were aspects of his connection that he shared with the dragon that he thought they didn’t fully understand. He didn’t have to call to the power of the dragon for the smoke dragon to protect him. That happened without his influence. Whatever else occurred, the dragon offered levels of protection to him that he did not have to take control.

      Smoke started to swirl slowly, drifting out of him. Maybe the dragon would actually listen to him this time. Then it began to fade.

      Ty grunted in frustration, sitting back in the chair and staring at the door.

      He couldn’t help but be curious what his brother and the others were talking about.

      Ty had come here willingly, and though he was here, he was left wondering if there were things that he would be better off doing. It might’ve been better for him to have stayed with Gayal and chased Roson James or kept them from whatever attack they intended. Then again, he had no idea what they planned, nor did he have any idea how to stop them. The only thing that he knew was that they were after power, and they had gone after the Flame.

      There were other thoughts that impinged upon his mind, too.

      His brother had begun to tell him some secret about their parents. For all of Ty’s talk about how little Albion knew about their parents, maybe he had been wrong. Maybe Albion did know something. After all, he had asked the question that Ty should’ve asked before. Why had their mother always chased dragon relics?

      It wasn’t wealth. Their time within the jungle didn’t require much wealth.

      So he didn’t know.

      There had to be some reason, but why?

      But then Maeve had given him the relics that his mother had left behind. He didn’t know if there was anything significant about them, only that she had valued them enough to have saved them. Not only save them, but she had left them with someone that she had believed would be able to protect them. Why?

      His mother had always valued dragon relics, more so than he had ever thought when he was younger. It was something that he should have considered when he was a child, questioning his mother, and trying to understand what it was about those obsidian sculptures that she had so loved.

      As he’d grown older, he had believed that it was their value, but that wasn’t it.

      He thought about all the times that she’d gone to Bingham, bringing relics to him. And then all of the times that Ty had gone to Bingham, bringing the relics that he had gathered.

      Hadn’t Bingham sold them to the king?

      “These are valuable, Tydornen,” she had said. “Most people don’t appreciate the value of the obsidian, mostly because they feel the remnants are far more important, but I know the truth, and now I’m teaching you the truth.”

      “But the ghost king values them,” Ty had said.

      They had been on the edge of the jungle, and his mother had cradled a large obsidian relic, holding it close to her. She had been looking down at the dragon’s face, smiling at it as she ran her fingers along the smooth obsidian stone. There was always some heat that radiated from these relics, the heat that Ty had never really understood. “Of course the king values them.”

      She hadn’t elaborated, but in Ty’s mind, there was no reason for her to. The king valued the sculptures because the sculptures are valuable. That was it, and there was no reason to expand upon that.

      It was the same with Bingham, and all of the times that Ty had brought him sculptures. But as Ty thought about it, he remembered Bingham looking at the sculptures with the same expression that his mother had. There was something almost warm to their expressions. Somehow sorrowful, as well.

      Ty leaned back, closing his eyes, when the door came open.

      He leaned forward, expecting that was Albion, or maybe even the priest, but he was surprised to see Zara slipping in, quickly closing the door behind her. She leaned on the door with her arms crossed over her chest, her dark hair hanging down past her shoulders, partially obscuring her face.

      “What’s going on?” Ty asked, starting to get up.

      Zara shook her head. “You don’t have to go anywhere. Not yet.”

      “What do you mean? What is going on?” Ty asked again.

      Zara glanced to the door before turning her attention back to Ty. “Nothing. At least, nothing that we can do anything about. They’re having their conversation, such as it is,” Zara said.

      “And what kind of conversation is that?”

      Zara shrugged, closing her eyes for a moment. She looked tired. When Ty had seen her last, she had had a certain vibrancy to her. Some of that vibrancy seemed to have faded, like a painting left in the sun. “I suppose they are trying to figure out what to do with the both of us. Probably you more than me,” she said, opening one eye and looking at him. “Albion believes you are the Manifestation of the Flame, and he wants the priests to know his truth.”

      His bad experiences with the Priests of the Flame and doubts about their beliefs made it difficult for him to believe anything that the priests believed. They had been wrong about many things—and their fervor for the Flame made him question motivations.

      “I’m not, though,” Ty said.

      “I don’t know what happened out there, but he saw something. It left him changed.”

      “I saw what happened,” Zara said. “They had permitted me atop the tower, and I saw it.”

      “What do you mean that they permitted you?” Ty asked.

      Zara shook her head. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Albion told me that you had a hard time in the city. That you always had a hard time in the city. Why is that? There’s something more going on with you than what Albion wanted to acknowledge.”

      Zara glanced the door before turning her attention back to Ty. She frowned. “He didn’t tell you?”

      “I think he’s trying to tell me in his own way. Unfortunately, when it comes to Albion, everything he tells me is couched in how he views the Flame. At least, I thought it was.” Ty laughed softly. “I don’t even know how he managed to be the Dragon Thief. He certainly doesn’t strike me as any kind of thief.” He looked over to Zara, and he shrugged. “I was a thief. You would think that I would recognize one. And Albion… Well, he’s not what I expected of the Dragon Thief.”

      “He had help,” Zara said softly.

      “What do you mean?”

      Zara shrugged. “When they started planning and making arrangements in order to try to draw out the infiltration, your brother and I had already met. He had been honest about what he had been intending. I had never thought much of those who serve the Flame, but your brother…” Her soft smile lit up her face. “He was different. Always so different. He spoke about it in such passionate terms. It was almost enough to make me believe.”

      “You don’t believe in the Flame?”

      Ty would’ve expected that Albion would not have been with somebody who didn’t share his same beliefs. Unless Albion thought that he could somehow convert her. Did he?

      “Your brother likes to look at the world in ways that he thinks brings him closer to power,” Zara said, as if picking her words carefully. “He views things as having a higher order and thinks that order helps explain the chaos that happens around us. He looks for that order to provide meaning.”

      “I see,” Ty said softly.

      “I don’t know if you can,” Zara said. “Your brother has always had a passionate view of the Flame, at least in the time that I’ve known him. And despite that, he also has a practicality to him. That is what inspired him to go looking. When he thought that he saw this person who was the embodiment of the Flame, he chased them throughout the kingdom. His journey brought him all over, and he never found the answer he was looking for.”

      “And now he thinks that it’s me.”

      “I don’t know what he saw, only his reaction. We haven’t had enough time to talk through it. Your brother has believed that he could find the Manifestation of the Flame. He believes that was his mission from the very moment that I met him.” She smiled slightly. “It really is quite compelling when you listen to him. He thinks that he can follow some path, and that he can use that to find…” She looked up at him. “I suppose that it doesn’t really matter.”

      “I’m not the Flame,” Ty said. “If nothing else, I’m just tied to a dragon.”

      He didn’t know Zara well enough or even confidently enough to share anything more than just that with her. It didn’t make sense for him to reveal the possibility that he might have done more than just use a single dragon. Why would that matter, though?

      “Just tied to a dragon,” Zara said, her smile faltering briefly. “You understand how your brother would view that, as well?”

      “Why don’t you tell me?”

      “He sees the dragons as something different than others, as well.”

      “How does he see them?”

      “Well, your king sees them as a means to power, and he sees him as a way to protect and defend what he has fought for, but your brother… He sees them as the embodiment of the Flame. Or he did, at least until he saw you.”

      “You said my king,” Ty said, looking over to her.

      “What was that?”

      Ty shook his head. “You said my king.” There was much more about Zara than what Ty knew. That was what Albion had been trying to tell him, at least, what he had started to tell him. Why keep the truth about Zara to himself?

      Perhaps because he feared what Ty might do. Maybe Albion learning that Ty had a connection to dragons and would ultimately have to work as a Tecal made him concerned about what his brother might do to his wife.

      “That was a mistake,” Zara said.

      “Was the mistake saying that to me, or was it a mistake in saying it at all?”

      Zara breathed out in a sigh. “Both,” she said softly.

      Ty smiled tightly. “I have only known about myself for a while. I don’t serve the king the way that others do.”

      He watched Zara as he said it, thinking that maybe he could reassure her, and that he could convince her that he wasn’t somebody that she had to fear, but as she watched him, he wasn’t sure that even mattered.

      “I wasn’t sure. I’m still not.” Zara took a step toward him, though this time, he noticed a little tension in her posture.

      The smoke dragon began to tremble within him.

      Why? Was the smoke dragon worried about Zara?

      Zara wasn’t going to do anything to him. She was his brother’s wife.

      She took another step.

      “What are you doing?” Ty asked as Zara came closer.

      “I just wanted to check something.”

      “Something?”

      He felt heat beginning to build.

      And it flowed from Zara.

      It was like what he felt from Ishantil, but as soon as it came toward Ty, the smoke dragon began to flutter deep within Ty’s belly, heat flaring up, reacting.

      As it did, he realized that he could push that energy out.

      It went streaking toward Zara.

      “Don’t,” Ty hissed.

      “I didn’t do anything,” she said.

      “I feel what you are doing. Somehow, you are using some heat, and you are pushing it on me, and… Just don’t.”

      Zara took another step toward him.

      The smoke dragon surged within him.

      And then power burst.

      It washed away from him, radiating through the room. The power slammed into Zara, who went stiff.

      “Oh no, I’m so sorry,” Ty said quickly, scrambling to check on her. “I don’t know what happened. I don’t have control over the dragon, and… Zara?”

      She didn’t react.

      “Did I hurt you?”

      She still didn’t react.

      Ty reached for her, and she staggered to the floor.

      He did his best to catch her, then laid her gently on the ground and looked around the room.

      Something was wrong.

      He needed to get to his brother. He pulled open the door, hurried down the hall, and found him. He was talking to Martha, the other priest, but their voices were quiet, hushed.

      “Ty,” he heard behind him. Zara.

      He hurried back, and he found Zara sitting up, moving.

      “Are you okay?”

      She shook her head and rubbed at her temples. “I made a mistake. I shouldn’t have done that. I was just trying to know. I’ve been waiting so long. So long.”

      “So long for what?”

      “To know. We have been looking for the Manifestation of the Flame, and with what your brother thought that he saw, I thought that I could test you.”

      Ty frowned. “What do you mean that you could test me?”

      She sat up, glancing to the door for a moment, and he felt a strange fluttering of heat. The door closed on its own. When it did, Zara looked over to him. “I’m sure your brother promised you answers, and yet, I wonder why he hasn’t provided them to you yes. That’s something that I will need to talk with him about, but not yet.”

      “Zara?”

      She took a deep breath, letting out slowly. “You and the Tecal, and even the king, believe your brother to be the Dragon Thief. But as I said, he had help.” She started to glow softly. It spread from either side of her, forming wings of a glowing energy. It was an illusion, he was certain of it, but in that moment, it looked almost as if Zara were transforming into a dragon. Then the glowing faded.

      “I am the Dragon Thief.”
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      Ty left the temple with Zara, pausing to look over to his brother where he was talking with the priest. They had been locked in quiet conversation ever since Ty had gone off into the room, and though he wanted to know what they were talking about, he also wanted to give his brother a chance to work through things with the priests, especially as it seemed as if whatever issues he had were more than about Ty. It had something to do with Zara, as well.

      He stared out in the distance, darkness around him, and a faint glow hung over everything. Ty could feel the power, the energy, but nothing else. Heat came from behind him, and he recognized the source of it. He had felt that already today.

      He turned to look at her.

      “You have questions,” Zara said, approaching from behind him.

      It was getting late, and as the sun sat in the distance, creating a bit of darkness shadowing over the steam fields, the steady explosion of heat and energy in the distance called to him, filling him with a sense of power.

      “Should I not?” Ty asked.

      He looked over to Zara, and once again, she looked no different than she had when they’d first met in Carn. She was a healer, or so he had believed, and yet, Ty had never questioned anything more about it.

      “I imagine that you have the same questions your brother had.”

      “Is this what he’s been alluding to with you?” He breathed out, glancing to the temple. “It was almost as if he wanted to tell me, but he wanted to wait as well. Why didn’t you wait for him?”

      “Because I made a mistake,” she said, looking down. “I’ve been making many these days, far more than I once would have. I think it’s because…” She forced a smile, shaking her head. “It doesn’t matter. Not if you are what he believes. And I hope that you are.”

      “Because you’re connected to a dragon. Like me.”

      Zara cocked her head, watching him. “Unfortunately, that is not the case.”

      “I saw what you did. That’s dragon power. I’ve been around a few Tecal now, and I know what that is.” He might not be able to control his dragon as well as the Tecal, or even Zara, but he recognized it. The wings that he had seen must have been from her connected dragon.

      “My power is tied to dragons, but I’m not connected to any particular one.” Zara stepped forward, unmindful of the fact that she was near the edge of the path, moving away from the timbers. She stepped closer to the heat, the steam, leaning far closer to it than Ty would have felt comfortable doing.

      “It’s really quite beautiful,” Zara said. “I remember the first time I came out here. The steam erupted so high. I could feel the way it trembled, the reserves of power deep beneath the ground, the energy as it prepared to erupt.” She let out a deep breath. “There was power even then. It hasn’t changed all that much over the time since I came here, though perhaps I have.”

      “How long ago was it?”

      “Before the attack,” Zara said. She sighed. “Your brother has been looking for answers for a long time, and I suspect you feel much the same.”

      “Actually, I have been looking for our parents, and nothing more than that. Albion was the one looking for the Flame. That’s all that he has ever been looking for.”

      Zara chuckled. “As I said, it’s that search that made me hesitate with him. I didn’t know what to make of it, much like I didn’t know what to make of him.” She glanced back toward the temple. “But his belief wore me down. I suspect that runs in the family,” she said softly, looking over to Ty.

      He frowned at her. “If you’re not connected to a dragon,” he said, feeling the burning in his belly, but still unable to summon the smoke dragon at will, “what is it? How do you have that power?”

      And he was certain that it was power. He had not only felt it, but he had seen it.

      Zara smiled, a disarming expression. “When the steam fields changed, the priests worried what it meant. Do you remember what it felt like before you restored it?”

      Ty frowned. He had restored it? “You keep changing topics.”

      “Because you know the answer already,” Zara said, waving her hand. She took a step forward, striding along the edge of the path, staying too close to the boggy heat that rose off to either side of the path. “Some people view this as a violent place, a dark and dangerous place, but that is only because they don’t know. They don’t understand. They cannot.”

      “I wouldn’t necessarily call it beautiful,” Ty said, joining her.

      Zara glanced over, shaking her head. “Perhaps not. You come from a different place. Your land is beautiful in its own way, the power that radiates from around Ishantil, from the energy that the city itself exudes, unlike anything anywhere else, but this is also unlike anything anywhere else. The more time you spend here, the more time that you feel the heat rising around you, recognizing the power that exists here, the more time that you can begin to understand just how unique this power is. Only then can you begin to understand what it really means.”

      Ty stared into the distance. The fading sunlight made it difficult for him to make out much of anything. There was a haze to the air, something that seemed to swirl around, obscuring the sun, and it was added to every so often by the eruption of one of the steam fountains, the power bursting up into the air, creating a massive geyser in the distance.

      The periodicity of it was impressive, in its own way. Ty could feel that energy rising around him, he could feel that heat and energy, and he could feel that there was something more to it. Even if he couldn’t do anything about it, knowing that power was there and feeling that energy rising around him, left him marveling at it.

      “Maybe it is beautiful,” he said softly. “Did the priests know what had happened here?”

      Zara breathed out slowly. “I think they believed that the Flame had changed. Nothing more than that. To them, it was the most obvious answer. Your brother suspected there was some other reason, though even he wasn’t certain. He didn’t have any way of detecting it. It was part of the reason he had been looking for the Manifestation of the Flame, though not the only reason.”

      “What reason is that? And what does it have to do about you coming here?”

      Zara strode forward, disappearing into the haze.

      Ty hesitated a moment before following her. He didn’t want to lose track of her, but she had disappeared into the haze around the temple, having gone off of what he could see of the timber path. Perhaps she had some other way of maneuvering through here. Ty remained convinced that his brother had some kind of remnant that had allowed him ease of navigation, though he wasn’t sure what that was.

      He followed her. She was standing near one of the small geysers of steam near the path, though seemingly heedless of the heat radiating off of it. “This one is so little, and yet…” She closed her eyes, holding her hands off to either side of the geyser of steam, as if she were trying to capture something from it.

      For a moment, Ty had a faint feeling of power from what she was doing. He could feel a stirring, but he did not know what it was. The smoke dragon fluttered in his belly, burning briefly in response.

      It was the same fluttering that he had felt when the smoke dragon had escaped from him, pressing down through the ground into that reservoir beneath the steam fields. As Ty pushed now, the smoke radiated down, creating a swirling of power that flowed away before disappearing into that reservoir.

      “There is so much power here,” Ty said. “It reminds me of the lava lake.”

      Zara didn’t look up. “It is potential, not power. The priests believe this is the Flame, but it’s something else.” She smiled slightly. “And only those who are attuned to it can detect it. The more you focus on it, the easier it is for you to feel it.”

      She started off, making her way along the path, disappearing once again into the haze.

      Ty stared after her. She said she was not like the Tecal. Did that mean she was Dragon Touched?

      Even that didn’t feel quite right. He didn’t know what to make of her, but he could not shake the feeling that she was powerful.

      When he caught up to her, he could feel the smoke dragon trailing behind him. He had remained connected to that reservoir, and that burning within his belly persisted, lingering for a moment.

      “I’m not the Manifestation of the Flame,” Ty said as he approached Zara. She turned as a geyser of steam erupted behind him, practically one pace from him. It was close enough that the heat should be overwhelming, but Ty was only faintly aware of it. He was connected to dragons but wasn’t this person the priests sought.

      “You may not even know,” she said.

      Ty smiled tightly. “I think that I would know if I was the Manifestation of the Flame.”

      “What do you know?” Her words were soft, her voice barely carrying.

      “I know that I connected to a dragon. I know that is tied to whatever attack we were facing, but not all tied to my ability with the Flame. I didn’t have any ability before I was connected to the dragon.”

      Zara watched him. “What are dragons but a connection to the Flame?”

      “Then you are connected to the Flame.”

      She glanced behind him, back toward the temple where they had left his brother and the priests. “That is what they would claim.”

      “But not to the dragons?”

      Zara turned, looking out over the steam fields. “My kind have long had a connection to the Flame. Not quite like your Tecal, or the Dragon Touched, but a connection nonetheless.”

      “And you have been looking for this Manifestation of the Flame… why?”

      “To help lift a curse that has befallen my people. It’s difficult for us to remain like this. Eventually, it becomes impossible, and we seek some alternative.” She sighed and closed her eyes, breathing deeply. He could practically see the steam flowing off of the steam fields and toward her. “These places are easier. There is the potential here. It takes away some of the pain that we experience.” She breathed in and out again. As she did, Ty felt the fluttering in his belly, the burning that he could feel from the dragon, almost as if the smoke dragon were trying to encourage him in some way.

      What did the smoke dragon want from him?

      “Eventually, my kind will disappear,” she said, her voice soft. “And much will be lost. Your brother shared my interest in finding the Manifestation of the Flame. Through the Manifestation, we think that we can find a way to lift the curse that has befallen my kind.”

      “You can’t believe there’s actually some curse that your people have suffered,” Ty said.

      Zara smiled softly. “So many lost. All chasing the same thing. All searching for a way to end it.”

      “Which is why Albion thinks that I can help.”

      “Your brother was looking for the Manifestation of the Flame long before he met me. It is part of why I was drawn to him.” She took a deep breath and turned toward him. “Can you feel it?”

      At first, he wanted to tell her that he couldn’t feel anything, but he as she stood before him, he did feel it.

      It was heat.

      But then there was something else. A bright glowing began to build, stretching off of her. It reminded him of what he had seen inside of the temple, spreading off of her back, swirling around her like some sort of fiery wings. Something about her face shifted, twisting and elongating, and flames wrapped along her body, stretching away from her, almost creating a streamer of fire.

      A dragon.

      That was what he had seen before.

      “If you aren’t a Tecal and bound to a dragon, then what is it?”

      Zara trembled for a moment and continued to push out heat.

      “As I said, it’s difficult for me to hold onto this form. I would love to maintain it longer, but it’s only in places like this where I can.”

      “This form?”

      Understanding began to dawn on him.

      A curse.

      Connected to the Flame.

      And even the strange dragons that he and the Tecal connected to.

      “You aren’t connected to a dragon, are you? You are a dragon.”

      Zara smiled tightly. “Now you see,” she said. “And now you understand why I must find the Manifestation of the Flame. If I don’t, I won’t be around much longer.”
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      Zara had left Ty, heading back into the temple, explaining that she still had to work with Albion. Ty stared out at the haze around him, feeling the heat and energy, but questions lingered within him. He didn’t know what to make of what he had seen and heard, and he found that he struggled to comprehend the truth about Zara, even though it seemed to him that it should not be a struggle for him. She had proven what she was. Ty had seen it.

      By the time he went back into the temple, he found his brother in the main hall. The walls were decorated with symbols of the Flame, workings that he had seen within the temple in Zarinth but had never paid much attention to. Now he saw both the flame and other markings. They had to be tied to this location. He found his brother talking to the priest, Martha.

      She glanced over to him.

      “And this is the one you think is the Manifestation?”

      Albion turned over and looked at him. “I’m not sure. Be honest, I don’t know what to make of him.”

      “Then perhaps he is not.”

      “I’m not the Manifestation,” Ty said. “A Tecal, and perhaps something else, but not the Manifestation.” He looked to his brother. “I spoke to Zara. She told me why you are looking.”

      “She told you everything?”

      “I think so,” he said.

      Albion sighed, and he turned back to Martha. “My brother hadn’t planned on being here very long, though I had. I had thought that I could stay and study here for a little while, as it has been some time since I have visited the power of the steam fields. Perhaps that was not what the Flame wants of me.” He looked over to Ty. “It seems that we won’t be here long. Just long enough to ensure a few items are resolved, but we need to keep looking for the man who targeted the Flame. We lost him.” Albion glanced in Ty’s direction, which left Ty feeling guilty. Albion hadn’t lost Roson James. That had been Ty. It didn’t matter, though. All that mattered was that he was gone. He had escaped.

      “Of course you may stay. You serve the Flame,” she said.

      She headed off down the hall, though she paused to look over to Ty. Her gaze lingered on him for a long moment.

      Albion approached. He twisted the ring on his finger, the marker for the Brethren.

      “She told you?”

      Ty glanced behind him. “She did. And she showed me.”

      “You saw it?” His voice was soft and excitable.

      “I imagine you have seen it as well,” he said.

      “I told you, I’m not the…” Albion caught himself, and he breathed out slowly. “I don’t have the same connection that you have to the Flame.”

      Ty resisted the urge to argue with Albion. There was no point in it. “How long do you intend to stay here?”

      “I’ll study here for a while, and Zara needs to remain; it helps her.”

      “How long does it take for her to replenish whatever strength she needs?”

      Albion chuckled. “It’s not quite like that.”

      “I don’t exactly know what it’s like,” he said. “And I’m not trying to make you uncomfortable. I’m just trying to understand her.”

      “You could ask her.”

      “I did. And now I’m asking you.” They didn’t have much time, especially if they were going to leave the temple, and he still didn’t know what happened to Gayal. He felt extra pressure to evaluate what had just happened, an urgency that was tied partially to his serving as a Tecal.

      “I don’t really know,” he said, glancing over to the temple before turning back to Ty. “She doesn’t like to talk about it that much. She tells me that she is bound to the Flame, but there are limits to her power. She can use it, but when she does, she finds that she grows weaker and weaker, unless she has a proximity to a place of power.”

      “Are there people like her in other places of power throughout the kingdom?” It was a question that he had meant to ask Zara, but he had not.

      “I don’t know,” Albion said. “I don’t even know if I would know. Zara might, but she is protective of her people and won’t reveal that. She won’t say anything because she worries about her people and whether the ghost king would attempt to use them.”

      Ty didn’t need to question that. He didn’t know the ghost king. He had never met him, and though he had the ability to call upon his smoke dragon, at least from time to time, he was not sure that he would ever have enough power to draw the notice of the king the way that Gayal did.

      “So she’s here because she needs to recover.”

      “Until we find the Manifestation,” he said. He looked up at Ty.

      Ty sighed and wished that he could convince his brother, but he wasn’t sure that he could.

      “What you saw, Albion, was me drawing upon—”

      A thunderous explosion came from near the temple. Ty spun, turning toward the commotion. It was a strange sort of explosion, and surprisingly, there was a dark, swirling shadow energy coming from it.

      “Lothinal,” he whispered.

      Gayal had gone off hunting them, thinking that she could intervene with Lothinal, but if they had attacked, it meant that she had failed. One more Tecal gone.

      What of Dorian?

      Ty didn’t know. He had to figure out what happened to them. They were his people, weren’t they?

      “Zara is in there!” Albion said.

      Ty started forward, whispering under his breath. “I need your help,” he said to the smoke dragon. More than that, he was trying to draw upon the lava dragon. If he could call upon Ishantil, then he could react.

      “Who else was inside the temple?”

      Albion shook his head. “The high priest. Martha. There was one other priest, but he was an older priest I didn’t know.”

      “Which of them do you think is serving Lothinal?”

      “What?”

      Ty had neared the door. He could still feel the swirling energy coming out from the temple, and it was starting to press in upon him. The smoke dragon began to burn, and pushed out, sweeping the power away from him.

      “Whoever’s inside must have borrowed from the Lothinal magic.”

      Albion shook his head. “The high priest has served the Flame for his entire life. It wouldn’t be him. I don’t know the other priest.”

      “And Martha?”

      “Martha is with the Brethren. I’ve known her ever since my training,” Albion said. “Martha wouldn’t have done this.”

      Ty looked around. Somehow, he would have to get inside of the temple and fight, which meant that he was going to have to control his dragons. The tightening knot in his stomach made him wonder if he even could.

      He waved Albion away. “You won’t be able to do anything.”

      Then he took a deep breath, focusing on the energy of the smoke dragon.

      He could feel him stirring within him.

      “Now is your chance to shine,” he whispered to him.

      It felt better for him to talk to the smoke dragon, almost as if he needed to do so to convince him to help, but at the same time, there was something strange about doing it. It was almost as if by talking to the smoke dragon, he would be encouraging him to react, but he still didn’t know if he would answer.

      He stepped inside the temple.

      A dark energy filled the room. It swirled around him, pressing inward. Ty had felt it before. Far too many times now for his liking. It was always tied to Lothinal and their attacks.

      He had to overwhelm it. If he could get the smoke dragon to push back the Lothinal magic, he could fight through it.

      Darkness filled the temple. It worked its way along the walls, pressing along the stone, and Ty tried to push against it, but the smoke dragon didn’t react.

      Why here, though?

      Was it because of what Ty had done? He had somehow released the power that had tainted the reservoir of steam, and so maybe Roson James and the others from Lothinal had detected it.

      He stopped in the middle of the entryway.

      In one direction, Ty saw the worship hall where Albion and Martha had been speaking to each other, and another direction, there were a row of doors, a space that Ty had not visited but suspected were residences for the priests. The temple wasn’t very large at all, and it wouldn’t take long for the entirety of the temple to fall. When it did…

      When it did, the priests would fall.

      But he wasn’t even worried only for himself.

      Zara.

      She had come here because she had needed to recover. He didn’t understand everything that she dealt with, and didn’t know if he could, but he understood her struggles. He understood the way that she needed to draw upon the power here, the potential that she felt. It was the same potential that he felt. There was one way that he might be able to help.

      “Ishantil,” he whispered. He had never tried speaking to Ishantil directly, never tried to call upon that energy the way that he did with the smoke dragon. “Ishantil,” he said again.

      The smoke dragon swirled, offering a layer of protection, and it created a buffer around him as the darkness swirled.

      “Ishantil,” he said again.

      That darkness continued to push upon him. The power from Lothinal was strange, almost like shadows, but not the same. Ty had known shadow dragons, and this was not a shadow dragon. He didn’t know what this was, only that it was some other kind of power. The smoke dragon didn’t react, though he could feel it burning deep within him, a steady sense. If that power began to push upon Ty, hopefully the smoke dragon would react, but so far it remained inactive, almost as if waiting on Ty or something worse to happen.

      And perhaps that was what it was. The dragon waited.

      But Ty didn’t have that option. He needed to act, to fight, to protect himself and the others.

      The pressure steadily built up around him. It was the shadows, the power of Lothinal, but through it, he began to feel something else. It was a spark of heat.

      It happened softly, but then it gradually built, building with an intensity, rising up within him. Ishantil was there.

      It flowed through him.

      When it came, it came in a torrent of power, a flood, reminding Ty of what he felt when he stood near the edge of the lava lake, the power rolling off of it, flooding into him. Ty tried to control that power, but he could not control lava. It simply burned through him.

      It flowed out from him. He wondered what would happen if the power of Ishantil were unleashed inside of this temple. This was a Temple of the Flame. Was there a better place to erupt?

      That shadowy power continued to swirl around him. Ty staggered, and he fell toward a nearby wall. His hand slammed up against it, and some of the power flowed out of him, exploding from him. He couldn’t do anything.

      The power from Ishantil, from the lava dragon, came through him and into the temple.

      It pushed back the darkness.

      Albion believed that he was the Manifestation of the Flame, but he was not. He was nothing more than a man connected to dragons. He was nothing more than a Tecal.

      But if he could use that power, he could stop Lothinal. He had done it before.

      Everything started to glow.

      The heat still filled him, but now he poured it out into the stone, and without having any other place for it to go, he forced it downward.

      Ty could feel the ground beneath him. There was a void, a powerful fountain of energy, a geyser that existed deep beneath the temple.

      That was what had been targeted.

      He turned to his brother. “How do I reach it?”

      “Reach what?”

      “How do I reach the geyser beneath the temple?”

      Albion’s eyes widened. “How do you know about that?”

      “I can feel it. How do I reach it?”

      With the glowing on the walls and the floor in the ceiling, maybe he couldn’t. Ty didn’t even know if the power that was radiating out and around him was going to be too much for his brother.

      “Beneath the worship hall.”

      Ty scrambled away, reaching the worship hall. Light and heat flowed from him, still connecting him to Ishantil. He threw the doors open. Ishantil felt like it wanted to pour out of him, as if it wanted to erupt from him. It was power. Ty couldn’t contain it even if he wanted to. It flowed outward.

      A figure lay crumpled near the altar.

      Zara.

      He raced over to her, and without thinking about what he was doing, he placed his hands on her. Power jumped from him and into her. For a moment, Zara looked consumed by the orange light of Ishantil, but then it dissipated, draining out of her and fading.

      “You have to get up,” he whispered to her.

      Zara stirred briefly.

      Around him, darkness continued to squeeze and crush. Ishantil erupted from him, filling him, but there was something else. There was the energy of the temple. Ty could feel it, even if he couldn’t see it. A geyser of power beneath the temple. It connected to the rest of the reservoir around the steam fields. It was raw potential.

      If he could latch onto that power, use that potential, maybe he could stop this attack. He focused on the burning in his belly. Ishantil, the smoke dragon, both of them.

      “I need your help,” he whispered. He had no idea if the dragons would listen, and no idea if they would even assist him, but he had to try.

      Power slowly built up within him. He could feel the smoke dragon guiding it out. The two dragons that were bound to him work together. Heat came from Ishantil, and the smoke dragon carried it down, deep beneath him, and into that reservoir. Power began to bubble and build.

      If it erupted…

      He scooped up Zara, who opened her eyes and looked at him. “Stay,” she said.

      “If this explodes—”

      “Stay,” Zara said.

      Whoever was here had considerable power over this shadowy magic. It reminded him of when the Order had attacked before, though Ty had not been as connected as he was to the dragons. Now they were working together. He may not be able to control it or direct it, but he could feel it working.

      “The Flame,” Zara whispered.

      Pressure was building, and now Ty was no longer doing anything to it. He didn’t know if Ishantil was a part of it, if it was the smoke dragon, or perhaps neither. Perhaps that this came from the reservoir.

      “When it erupts—”

      “I will protect you.”

      As the power built, Ty braced for it.

      The explosion struck, and he could do nothing. It rolled through him, ripping through the ground, through the temple, and threw them into the air. Ty clutched at Zara, and he had the faint image of wings spreading around him, as if she were turning into a dragon and her wings wrapped around him and offered a layer of protection.

      The power of the explosion thundered through him, more than he could withstand.

      Then there was nothing.
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      When Ty came back around, he looked over. Bright sunlight shown down around him, making it difficult for him to see anything. Pain filled him, and he winced against it, struggling with that pain, struggling with everything that he felt. Still, he was alive. He wasn’t sure that he would have come back around after that explosion. It didn’t seem possible.

      “Don’t go anywhere,” a voice said nearby.

      “Zara?”

      A face appeared in his periphery, and Ty looked over, trying to make out Zara, but he couldn’t see her. All he could see was what appeared to be wings and a glowing orange light, but he knew that had to be his imagination. He knew that Zara wouldn’t reveal herself quite like that.

      “What happened?”

      “Rest,” Zara said, patting Ty on the head.

      Everything throbbed, including his head, his body, and distantly, he had a sense of the ground even throbbing, as if there was some part of the steam fields that pulsated with energy, power, and pressure that pressed up against him and radiating deep beneath him, as if it were longing for release.

      Ty didn’t dare stay here any longer than necessary if the steam fields were going to explode. He needed to get moving; he needed to ensure that they weren’t in any danger if the steam fields were to erupt.

      He started to get up. He still couldn’t see anything. The bright lights around him were too much for him to make out anything.

      “Ty?”

      He recognized Albion’s voice and felt a hand running along his arm, on his back, and then helping him to sit.

      “What happened?” Ty said to him, turning to him. He was black haze of energy, and he could make out just the outline of his features, but not much more than that.

      What had happened?

      “You need to take it easy,” Albion said. “You were nearly killed.”

      “That’s because of Zara,” he said.

      “Zara wouldn’t have done that to you.”

      “No. Zara wouldn’t have done that to me,” Ty muttered.

      Lothinal had attacked. Ty did not know if Gayal had perished before they had attacked or if Lothinal had simply sent more at them. They were more powerful than the other Tecal had known, and regardless of what Gayal and Dorian believed about the Dragon Touched, they had to be involved. It would mean the numbers of Lothinal attackers were far greater than they had ever known.

      Somehow, Roson James and the others must have decided to target this temple and the steam fields once Ty had restored it. Did they think that they could corrupt this potential and this connection to the Flame?

      Perhaps they could. Ty didn’t know if there was anything that he would be able to do if they continued to attempt that. The only reason he was alive was because Zara had cradled him with her wings, protecting him.

      “Lothinal attacked. And…” He wasn’t exactly sure how to describe what happened.

      “I saw.”

      Ty breathed out. “Your priests?”

      “Martha is gone,” Albion said, his voice falling into a whisper. “The High Priest of this temple as well. There were a few other priests here, but we found no remains. The destruction was too much, though. The temple was lost.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      He felt his brother squeeze his hand. “You aren’t to blame. They targeted the Flame, and you saved it.”

      “I didn’t save anything,” he said.

      “I saw what you did,” Zara said.

      Ty turned his head to see Zara glowing. There was a strange energy wrapping around her, power that stretched off of her, filling her with a bright light, but the rest of her remain hazy.

      “You connected to the Flame,” she said. “The potential that existed here.”

      “It wasn’t me,” Ty said. “The dragons.”

      Zara twisted, and for a moment, her wings shifted. One of them brushed toward him, and Ty tried to pull away, but there was no heat. No flame. Nothing other than the movement of her strange wings.

      He blinked to clear his eyes, but the vision didn’t return.

      He wanted to get up.

      “They’re gone,” Ty said. “They attacked, and we need to find them. Find Gayal and the other Tecal and catch them before they attack another place like this.”

      “I’d like to talk about your dragons,” Albion said softly.

      “The dragon and the lava lake,” he said softly. “Ishantil.”

      He noticed Zara turning, the strange glowing wings on either side of her body and her long tail stretching out behind her. That was about all that Ty could make out other than the blurred form of her body.

      “You said that before,” Albion said. “But we’ve never seen it.”

      “That’s what your ceremony did. He released a dragon.”

      “That’s not what the ceremony was for, Ty. The purpose of it was to calm Ishantil. The priests have long known that the volcano could be placated by adding elements of the Flame to it. That was what I did.” He looked over to Zara. “Nothing more than that. Certainly no attempt to leave a dragon there.”

      Had he been wrong?

      Ty didn’t think so. He had felt the dragon.

      “Maybe you were supposed to find something there,” Albion said.

      Ty laughed softly. “Who is to say what I am supposed to do and what I’m not. All I know is that I felt that power. The dragon was there. The dragon helped us when we were targeted by Lothinal once before, and we stopped them.” He looked over to Zara, watching her, watching her wings, marveling at them. It was the only thing that he could see with any clarity. “I know the two of you keep thinking that I’m this Manifestation of the Flame, but it’s dragon power. That’s what you’re looking for. You’re trying to understand these Tecal dragons, not me.”

      Zara turned toward him, her wings spread out for a moment, her entire energy going brighter before fading.

      “What did you do?” Ty asked. “I saw something. I could see your energy. It went bright for a moment and then it faded.”

      “I was searching,” Zara said. “How is it that you are aware of that?”

      “I don’t know. I can’t see much of anything, but I can see”—he spread his hands, creating a movement of wings, and then a tail—“and that’s about it.”

      “You shouldn’t have been able to see that,” she said.

      He shouldn’t be able to do many things, it seemed like. At least, that was what they continued to tell him. He shouldn’t have connected to Ishantil. That was what had caused all of this, he was certain. It was the reason that his brother kept thinking that he was this Manifestation of the Flame. “I don’t really know what happened. All I know is that I feel like I was thrown into this rock wall, and since then, I can’t see anything, but I can see that.”

      Albion took him by the arm. “I guess we have to guide you, then. We won’t be able to stay here. The temple is gone, and nothing remains. Other than a new geyser that wasn’t here before. It is taller than any geyser before.”

      Ty looked around. He wished that he could see it. “Where? Everything is a blur for me. I suspect the smoke dragon well eventually restore me, but he hasn’t yet.”

      At least, Ty hoped that the smoke dragon would eventually restore him. He wasn’t sure if it would or not. The only thing that he could see was the glowing around Zara. He suspected he saw that because of what she had done to save him.

      When he closed his eyes, he could feel power, though. That was new. It was almost as if he could feel the reservoir.

      “It’s over here,” Zara said, approaching him. Her voice was soft, and her strange, fiery wings stretched around her. “You released the potential here. Had you not, I don’t know that we would’ve stopped them. Their dark power was too much.”

      “That was Ishantil.” Ty squeezed his eyes shut again. “I don’t suppose that you can travel the same way that the Tecal can travel. They somehow draw upon the energy of the dragons to navigate across great distances. I’m not exactly sure how they do it, but the dragon carries them.” He turned to where Zara rested. With her wings, he could easily imagine her carrying them. “Maybe Zara could fly us?”

      “It doesn’t work quite like that,” she said. “I can only manifest the wings when I focus on them.”

      “Are you focusing on them now?”

      “No. As I told you, it takes too much strength for me to do so,” Zara said.

      Ty frowned. Zara might not be able to manifest the wings, but he could still see them. Which meant that some part of her, whatever strange and distant and faded part of her, was still connected to that power. If only Zara were able to reach that energy, and connect to it, maybe she could carry them.

      “Then we’re walking,” Albion said. ““With Lothinal out there, we should move quickly.”

      “You need to find Gayal,” Ty said. He wished that he had some way to connect to her. What he really wished for was some way to use the smoke dragon. If he could control the dragon the way that Gayal controlled hers, they could travel to her.

      Maybe Ishantil had some way of flying in the same way, but Ishantil didn’t respond to him any better.

      Albion took his arm and started him along the path.

      “How do we know that we’re not going to step off of the path?” Ty asked, looking over to both of them. He could feel the timbers beneath his boots, but he couldn’t see anything to them. There was no sign of the haze around him, no sign of the sunshine, no sign of anything. Just Zara and her wings. That and his smoke dragon still burning deep within him.

      “We will make sure you don’t step off the path,” Zara said.

      “You don’t have to worry about it,” Ty said. “But the others of us do.”

      “You don’t have to worry, either,” Zara said softly.

      She stayed in front of Ty, and he realized that he could follow Zara, using the glowing wings and could follow that energy.

      Ty followed them, using Zara to keep his bearings. When Albion tried to grab him, Ty shook his head. “I see Zara well enough.”

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

      “I can see her wings. A tail, I think, and whatever power she’s holding.”

      Albion said nothing for a while. “How do you see that and believe that you aren’t the Manifestation of the Flame?”

      Ty sighed. “I see that because she rescued me. I think that’s all it is.” And maybe there was something that she could do for him. He picked up his pace, making his way to Zara. “Can you heal me? You were the healer in Carn.”

      “There are some things that I can’t restore,” she said, her voice still soft. “And others will take time.”

      She didn’t expand on that, and they kept walking.

      He kept expecting his vision to improve, hoping that it would come back to him quickly. He focused on the burning in his belly, the sense of the smoke dragon, but nothing else. It was there, deep within him, and as he focused on it, he could not tell anything more. After a while, Ty became aware of pressure. That was all that he could describe it as. Little more than that.

      But he recognized the source of it.

      “Lothinal,” he said, motioning into the distance. “I feel it. I can almost see it.” He frowned, and as he looked off in that direction, he realized that his vision in that direction seemed darker.

      He tried to reach for his connection to the smoke dragon, and though he was there, power burning deep within him, he couldn’t access it. He wondered if Ishantil would connect to him as well, but there was no sense from that dragon either.

      Lothinal was coming toward them, and he had no connection to the dragons.

      Which meant that Albion and Zara would have to defend them.

      Could they even do that?
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      Ty looked to Zara, noting the way that her wings spread, the heat and energy glowing within her a little bit more brightly than it had before. It was the only thing that he could see. Flames carved out and around her, fire that radiated, making Zara look like a dragon. She looked like a fully formed dragon, not one of the stunted dragons like were found in the Hatchery.

      Had been found. They’re gone now.

      Ty strained, once again trying to reach for the smoke dragon. If that energy was within him, maybe he could call upon it and draw that power out. And if he could, then he might be able to find something else in him, some way of accessing that power that would help him understand the connection. If the smoke dragon bridged him to Ishantil, then he needed that power.

      As he attempted to call upon the energy of the dragons, he found it there, but faint. Ty needed that power, but he wasn’t sure how he could call upon it. He could feel the burning deep within him, the energy that suggested to him that the smoke dragon remained present within him, but there was nothing else there. Just a hint of that power.

      He glanced over to Zara. “I think you’re going to have to keep Lothinal from attacking us,” he said.

      Zara’s face paled. The heat radiating off of her, those fiery wings that he could just make out, seemed to spread even more, as if she attempted to answer his call, but was not sure how to do so.

      “I can’t see much,” Ty said, pointing off into the distance. “But what I can see tells me that there is something out there. It’s power. It seems to be coming from Lothinal, but I’m not exactly sure how much time we have.”

      He and Gayal had known that Lothinal was not done with their attack, though neither of them had known what they had intended. When Roson James had escaped, destroying several of the Tecal in the process, Ty had thought that perhaps he simply wanted to harm the Tecal, but what if there was another reason behind it? Seeing Zara, and getting to know the truth behind her, Ty couldn’t help but question if there was some other reason for Roson James moving. Could he know about these dragons?

      If so, did it mean he targeted them? As he looked over to Zara, he saw the same question burning in her eyes. He needed to reach the help that he had, needed for to call upon the smoke dragon, but perhaps what he really needed was Ishantil, though that might have been what caused the explosion before.

      Still, that dragon offered him access that he didn’t have otherwise. If he could call upon Ishantil, he might be able to have enough strength for what he needed to do. Finding that connection was the challenge.

      Ty swept his gaze around him. If only he could see.

      “Are there different paths through here?” he asked, looking over toward where he suspected Albion to be.

      “I don’t know the steam fields as well as I knew some of the other parts of the world. Since I only visited, I didn’t get to spend considerable time here. It was more about trying to explore my connection to the Flame and testing whether there was going to be something else that I might learn. It was never about learning the intricacies of the steam fields.”

      If only one of the priests had not perished. Any of the priests that had been in the temple would have been helpful here.

      What if there was some other way for him to find what he wanted?

      He focused inward. There was that faint burning deep within him, but it barely did anything for him. He needed to find some way for that burning to be effective. “Please,” he whispered, though he knew that it was unlikely that it would make any difference when it came to this dragon. “I just need your help.”

      “Something’s happening,” Albion said. “I can feel—”

      “Down!”

      Zara lunged at both of them, and in that moment, Ty became aware of her wings once more spreading outward, wrapping toward them and around them. It was an impressive display of power, something that he had only felt one other time, and that had been when he was too preoccupied to appreciate it. As she covered him now, he couldn’t help but marvel at how her wings suddenly flared with heat and vibrancy, and the way that they spread out and around her, wrapping toward them. He wondered how much of it Zara actively controlled and how much of it she had no control over. She claimed she couldn’t maintain the dragon form for very long, but in this place, a place powered by so much potential, it seemed to him that she might be able to do more than she believed.

      It was only unfortunate that his brother could not see it.

      Her wings flared, and then heat built.

      Ty could see nothing. Just her fiery wings. That and the strange edge of power that he detected radiating off of her.

      They laid like that for a few moments until whatever she had detected passed, and then she slowly got up. “I don’t know what that was,” she said. “I’ve not felt anything like that before. I could feel it coming toward us. Does that make any sense?”

      Ty sat up, rubbing his head. Zara had backed away, and her wings no longer spread quite as vibrantly around her as they had before. “Lothinal has a strange way of attacking,” he said. “I never learned what they called it, but they have their own types of magic that reminds me of…” He forced a smile, realizing that maybe he had said too much. They didn’t know anything about shadow dragons and smoke dragons or dragons of wind and stone the way that he did. They didn’t understand that the Tecal had connections to all of these various unique dragons. How could they understand that?

      “You can say it,” Zara said.

      “Do you know about the other dragons?” Ty asked her.

      Someone—Albion, he realized—took his hand, and they were guiding him along the path.

      “We’ve always known there were other types of dragons,” she said, and he could hear a hint of sadness in her tone. “The ancients are what most think of when they talk about dragons. They are those that came before. There are the remnants of those dragons that exist all throughout the world, bones and teeth and claws, all a reminder of what had come before everything else.” Her voice was soft. “In some places, and in some cultures, the dragons were celebrated. Venerated. There are statues of the dragons.”

      “We have statues of the dragons,” he said. “The obsidian relics—”

      “Aren’t what I refer to. Those are different.” She seemed as if she wanted to say something more, but hesitated. “I have visited lands where there are statues nearly as large as the mountain, all shaped like dragons.” There was a sense of awe and her voice. “I may be a dragon, or at least can take on that form, but those were dragons.” She breathed out slowly. “And then something changed. Even my people don’t know what it was. We were able to take on the form of dragons, however briefly, and are filled with a power that is similar to what you know of as that of the dragons, but it is not the same. We do not have the power of the Dragon Touched, and our connection is different than that of the Tecal.” He had the sense that she turned to him. “We have always known the Tecal had their own unique connection to the dragons, but they have managed to mask that from us.”

      “You didn’t know they had dragons?”

      “We never considered the dragons would be smoke or wind or fire.”

      They veered off the path again, taking another direction, and continued making their way. Ty was forced to follow his brother, or Zara, unable to navigate on his own. It bothered him that he couldn’t.

      “You mentioned a curse.”

      “The curse is that we must find places of potential. Otherwise, we are…”

      “Unstable,” Albion finished for her.

      “Why unstable?”

      “Because they search for the Flame,” he said. “And they search for the Manifestation of the Flame to help provide stability that they need. Until they find that, they cannot maintain their connection as well as they should.”

      Ty found this all strangely fascinating, though he knew that it should not fascinate him. This was Zara’s life, not some curiosity. But there was something quite intriguing about it all to him. “What happens if you never have the potential that you need?”

      “Without that potential, we fade,” she said. We cannot take on our form, and we cannot do what must be done.”

      “What must be done?”

      “We continue our search for a way to help my people. Unfortunately, time grows short.”

      “Why?”

      Zara turned away from him suddenly, and there came a vibrant burst from her, her fiery wings stretching away from her once again. As they did, they didn’t seem quite as bright as they had the last time. Ty stared, but looked off into the distance as well, curious about what she might have detected. She had picked up on something.

      They were quiet, motionless, waiting.

      “Is there anything out there?” Albion whispered.

      “I can feel something,” Zara said, though her voice remained quiet. “I’m not sure what it is. Perhaps it’s nothing, but I cannot tell.”

      Ty looked past the two of them. He was increasingly aware of Albion. He was like a shadowy form in front of him. At least it seemed as if he was regaining some of his vision. He needed time. Whether it was time for him to recover or it was time for the smoke dragons to restore him, Ty didn’t know. But that time seemed to help. He believed that with enough time, he would be able to see again.

      As he stared into the distance, he could make out the faint tracing of a darkened shape. It struck him as uncomfortable. He wasn’t sure why, but the more that he stared, the more certain he was that there was something out there that pressed inward, pushing against them.

      That had to be Lothinal and their connection to their power.

      “They’re coming for us,” Ty said. “Me. You.” He looked over to Zara. “Maybe even you, Albion. You were the Dragon Thief.”

      They would draw Lothinal’s attention. That was not what he wanted, but if he could stop Roson James…

      “She won’t have the strength to deal with them for long,” Albion said. “It’s why we returned to the capital. It’s too dangerous for her anywhere else.”

      “Why is it too dangerous?”

      “Because she’s not as strong as she once was. I’m sorry, but you’re not,” Albion said, turning, probably to Zara. “Unfortunately, over time, her kind begins to grow weaker. It’s an inherent challenge for one of her kind. Part of the curse, as it were.”

      “You still think this is some sort of a curse?” Ty asked.

      “It is,” Zara said, her voice soft, little more than a whisper. “It very much is.”

      “So this curse, it somehow weakens you?”

      “Gradually, and over time. Eventually, we begin to fade. Coming to places that are powerful with the Flame, potential, as it were, can help, but it often is not enough.”

      Ty looked back. For some reason, he was vaguely aware of the location of the steam fields, the power that was there, the potential within that reservoir. “Then we can go back.”

      “It’s not safe there,” Albion said. “They’ve been chasing her kind away from places like that for many years.”

      “So they’ve known about them?”

      “They’ve known about dragons and how there are places of potential that can call to the dragons. They didn’t necessarily know that they could take on a different form.”

      “And you are getting weaker,” Ty said, looking over to her. He could see the blurred shape of her, though the brightness of her dragon form remained. It was somewhat evident in her wings, the way that they started to fade, but there was something else. “I can see your wings fading. Shrinking.”

      “You shouldn’t be able to see that.”

      “But he can,” Albion said. There was a bit of heat in his voice, the same heat that he had when he had been trying to claim that Ty was something that he was not.

      “It’s the dragons,” Ty said.

      “Are you sure about that?” Albion asked.

      Ty wanted to say that he was sure. That it could be nothing else. He could vaguely feel the power of the dragons within him. How could he not? They were a steady burning that built within him, but as he thought about it, he was not sure if that was the case. The wrapping of heat coming off of her had been evident even before he could feel the dragons.

      “Let’s keep going,” he said.

      “Can you find her?” Albion asked.

      “I keep hoping that she will find us. If she knows that Lothinal is coming for us, I have to believe that she would make a move as well.”

      Gayal wouldn’t leave them to be attacked. She wouldn’t leave him to be attacked. Especially if it meant that dragons would be in danger. Lothinal had already proven that they knew how to harm the dragons attached to the Tecal, even being able to slaughter them. If they were to capture him, the same fate would befall more dragons. Not just him, not just the dragons he had bonded to, but perhaps others that remained free in the world. Perhaps those like Zara.

      They made their way along the path, and gradually, Ty’s eyesight began to return. It happened slowly as the day went on. He noticed it in shifting shadows at first, but then it became more than just those shifting shadows. It began to become a hint of light, something that was more than Zara’s wings. He noticed it in the stretch of fire around him, and then he began to see it in the sunlight.

      As dusk began to fall, Ty could see much better once more.

      There was still a sense of haze around him, but out here in this place, he didn’t know how much of that haze came from what had happened to him and how much of it was from the steam fields.

      “This entire area is massive,” he muttered at one point.

      Albion looked over to him. Sweat streamed down his brow, and he had his cloak slung over his arm, as if no longer willing to wear it and suffer under the heat from it.

      “The Flame is many places,” he said.

      Ty snorted, and he turned to Zara. “How did you deal with him like this?”

      She shrugged slightly. “It’s not that bad. You get used to him and his comments.”

      Ty snorted. “I’m not so sure that I could ever get used to it.”

      Albion shot him a look, and Ty shrugged. “We’re going to have to find a place to camp for the night,” he said. “And if Lothinal is still out there”—and so far, they hadn’t seen any sign of Lothinal since earlier in the day, though Ty believed they were still pursued—“we’re going to have to find some way of protecting ourselves. How much can you do, Albion?”

      Ty had not asked his brother the direct question, but it seemed like it was a fitting time. His brother wanted to claim that he was a priest, and nothing more, but he was, and so it didn’t matter what he wanted to claim for himself. Not at this point. He needed to acknowledge the truth of himself, and he needed to be willing to reveal whether he was more than just a priest, and whether he was a Dragon Touched.

      “I have several different remnants that could be useful,” he said softly. “I try not to use them if it’s not necessary, but if it comes down to it, I will do whatever I need to in order to protect us.”

      Albion looked over to Zara as he said it, and Ty smiled. At least his brother would do what was necessary to protect his wife, but what would he do to protect his brother?

      In Ty’s experience, his brother hadn’t been willing to do anything to protect him. In Ty’s experience, his brother had been more than content to leave him behind, to suffer, and to try to find his own way.

      “And you?” Ty asked Zara.

      “I don’t know how much strength I have. When I protected you in the temple, it took quite a bit out of me. It will take time for me to restore myself. I came to the steam fields in order to borrow from the potential here, but it’s slow. It might be easier in Zarinth, but this is what we have.”

      “There’s no way for you to connect to the potential more directly?” Even when he had been calling upon the smoke dragon, it had seemed to Ty that he could feel that potential more potently. It was almost as if by doing that, he could actually connect it to himself, even though he had not.

      “Not exactly.”

      He bit back any further comment. He ignored the way that Albion looked at him as well.

      “I’m hopeful that the smoke dragon, and perhaps even Ishantil, will react if we need them. Then again, they aren’t always the most reliable. I’ve been told that I need to gain a better control over my dragons, and if I can’t, then I’m not going to be much of a Tecal.” Ty snorted, and he shook his head. “I’ve never intended to be much of a Tecal, but once I forge this connection to the dragon, I wanted to better understand it. I didn’t want to lose it.” He felt like he was rambling now, but the others weren’t talking, and he was bothered by it.

      “It’s something that I think our mother would’ve appreciated,” Ty said, glancing over to Albion. “Not that I think that our mother would’ve understood what it was like to have a connection to this, but I do think that she would have appreciated it.”

      “What do you mean that you don’t think our mother would have understood?” Albion asked.

      “I don’t know. Mother never seemed like she had any connection. Was she Dragon Touched?” He didn’t think that she was Tecal. But perhaps she was and kept her dragon hidden from her.

      He thought about the lacquered box that Maeve had given him, a box that had once been his mother’s, and was now his. He thought about what he might find within that and whether those sculptures meant something to her. Perhaps that was some Tecal remnant of hers.

      “Of course Mother had a connection to the dragons. Because she was—”

      Albion didn’t have the chance to finish.

      A burst of power thundered near them.

      Dark power.

      Lothinal attacked.
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      Ty spun, and he immediately began to focus on the smoke dragon, trying to call to that dragon, thinking that if he could summon that energy buried within him they might have the help that they needed. He could see the haze around them, and knew they were still on the edge of the steam fields, though not nearly to the heart of it where the massive geyser that he had helped erupt remained.

      If he could somehow connect to that power, maybe he could coax something out and convince the smoke dragon to be a part of any sort of fighting.

      “You can come out now any time,” he muttered.

      Albion had a pair of dragon remnants in his hands. He couldn’t tell what they were, but they both looked shaped like long, slender rods. They had been enormous bones at one point.

      Zara was quiet. He could see the faint glowing around her, and though the time traveling had allowed her to recuperate somewhat, even Ty was aware that her wings were not as pronounced as they had been before. Her attempt at protecting him, all of them, had taken something out of her that she had not had to spare.

      He couldn’t ask that of her again. It took everything out of Zara to simply be. He didn’t want to drain her and leave her with nothing left.

      He needed his dragons to help.

      Another burst of power came, and it seemed like it was closer.

      But this one seemed like it came from the opposite direction.

      He swore under his breath. “Great,” he muttered. “We are going to get pinched in between two attacks from Lothinal.”

      “What should we do?” Zara asked.

      Ty looked over to the two of them.

      This was the Dragon Thief and his wife, the person who had probably been more of the Dragon Thief. Between the two of them, Ty would’ve expected that they would have come up with some answer, but they seemed to be looking to him. He didn’t know that he had much of an answer, either. He stood there, feeling the burning within him, and he was aware of something else. He was aware of the faint trembling of energy that fluttered from him, heading downward.

      The smoke dragon hadn’t abandoned him. The smoke dragon lingered there, and was still pressing down, holding power, and pushing it out and away from them. It was remaining connected to the reservoir of power beneath them. To the potential.

      An idea began to form in Ty’s mind.

      He took a deep breath, and he scanned the steam fields.

      It was getting dark, which put them at a disadvantage. Lothinal, and their own strange magic, would cast everything in even greater shadows. Ty could see Zara and her wings, but he wasn’t able to make out anything beyond that.

      Eventually, they would either have to make a run, or they would have to fight.

      He would much rather fight one at a time rather than getting pinched in between the two attackers. And he didn’t want to separate. If they were to split off, there was a real possibility that the Lothinal attackers would have an easier time getting to them.

      No. They couldn’t separate.

      Which meant that they had to take a different tactic.

      “I think one of these is closer to us,” Ty said, looking over to Zara and Albion. “It means backtracking a little bit, but there might be some advantage in that.” He glanced to Zara and saw her nodding slowly. The glowing of her wings persisted, and it might be his imagination, but it seemed almost as if it were glowing a little bit more brightly than it had been before. “If we backtrack carefully enough, I suspect that we can get to the nearest of the Lothinal attackers, stop them, and then we can move on.” He looked over to the two of them. “It might mean that you have to fight. I don’t know how you feel about that.”

      “I feel better about fighting than I do about dying,” Albion said. “And if it will protect her, I’m going to do whatever it takes.”

      Ty smiled tightly. “Did you do much fighting as the Dragon Thief?”

      “Really, Ty? Is now the time?”

      “I would love to hear some of those stories,” Ty muttered.

      He had heard rumors of the Dragon Thief exploits, but he had never really expected that he would have the opportunity to hear the true tales himself. If Albion were willing to share, why shouldn’t Ty ask?

      “You don’t want to tell me?”

      “I don’t think that you need to know,” Albion said. “I don’t want to inspire you like that.”

      “Too late,” Ty said. He turned back and followed the path. As before, he couldn’t help but marvel at the timbers set out in the pathway. Whoever had placed them had taken considerable care to work it along here. They were massive, thick, and must’ve been incredibly difficult to bring here. “Did the priests build this?”

      “This was here before the temple,” Albion said.

      “So not your priests?” Ty asked, glancing over to Albion.

      “Not that I know of. These are incredibly old. And they are not any kind of tree that we have around here.” Albion swept his gaze around, before looking down at the ground again. “There are some who speculate that these once grew here.”

      The idea that anything could grow in the steam fields left Ty surprised. This place was hot, arid, and the only life were these strange scraggly plants that seemed to thrive in the steam and the heat, but he couldn’t imagine anything else growing here.

      The pressure from Lothinal continued to build.

      As he headed toward it, Ty began to focus on the smoke dragon. It was time that he gained some mastery over it. He had gone far too long without controlling it. Maybe it had always been about control. He had tried to deny that for far too long, allowing himself to think that it was not a matter of control, but of him gaining an understanding with the dragon. But now that it came down to a choice between his survival or upsetting the dragon, Ty knew what he would choose. How could he choose any other way?

      Then he saw the dark shadow. It began to build, a soft sweeping energy that was working its way toward them. The smoke began to build within him, building up even more than it had before, and it pressed downward. He could feel it flooding outward, beneath the ground, not staying within him.

      “What are you doing?” Ty muttered.

      “What is it?” Albion asked. “Can you tell something about them?”

      “Oh, it’s not Lothinal,” Ty said. “They’re making their way here with their strange magic, but it’s the stupid dragon,” he went on. “By the Flame, I wish this dragon would just help.”

      He felt the dragon pushing upward against the ground.

      “You know, you can follow the same way you went in,” he muttered.

      There was a strange sensation as the dragon continued to press. It felt like he was trying to draw on some kind of nearby energy. Ty was all too aware of that dragon energy, and all too aware of how it flowed, and could make out that power as it coursed through him, as well as how the dragon was attempting to call upon more.

      Potential. That was what the dragon was trying to reach.

      The darkness surged toward them.

      Zara wrapped her wings around them, protecting them from that energy of Lothinal, and Ty glanced over to her. “You don’t need to do this,” he said.

      “I do,” she said. “If I don’t do, we won’t be able to survive. At least I can save you two.”

      “I’m sorry for this.”

      The smoke dragon had filtered outward, and was still drifting in the reservoir, but Ty began to recognize that he was doing something that he had not expected. The smoke dragon was exerting the power it had built it.

      And with a burst, it erupted from the ground in a geyser. Power sprayed outward. There came a quick, strangled scream, and Ty looked over.

      He smiled to himself.

      “What was that?” Albion asked.

      He pushed close to Zara, who had her wings wrapped around all three of them, though Ty suspected that it was only he and Zara who were aware of just what he had done. Albion, for his part, wasn’t able to see those wings. Ty wondered why only he could.

      What was so special about him?

      “That was one of Lothinal feeling the heat of the steam fields,” Ty said. “And it seems like the smoke dragon has decided to enter the fight. To be honest, I wasn’t really expecting him to do that. It was brutal, but I approve.” He grinned as he said it, and he could feel the heat and energy bubbling within him, heat energy that came from the smoke dragon coming back to him.

      Then it cycled back down, flowing into the reservoir once again, absorbing potential and looking for a place to release it. However this time, Ty wasn’t anxious like he had been before. He let the dragon roam freely. The more power that it managed to find, the more likely they would be able to get out of this alive.

      The smoke dragon continued its frantic search, and he became aware of power, the pressure. The dragon had found another point of power. The energy within it bubbled and roiled, surging up from the deep.

      Another burst. Heat and steam exploded out of the ground. A scream, and more of the inky blackness faded from around them.

      “Ty!”

      He spun toward Albion’s voice, and saw two glowing lights in his hands, his dragon remnants. He was pointing them toward another mass of shadow.

      Ty tried to move forward but something held onto them. Was it Zara?

      No. Her wings had started to fade, the power and energy that was within her beginning to dissipate. She had protected them too long here. The potential had not been enough to restore her the way that she needed, and she was fading.

      Something else held him. Which meant that it was Lothinal. Somehow.

      Ty tried to call on the smoke dragon, but he was too far away, deep in the reservoir, shooting up geysers and absorbing power. For once, it actually seemed content. It was a strange emotion for Ty to feel, but that’s what was being sent through their connection.

      He needed to call the dragon back to him, but the smoke dragon didn’t respond the way that he needed.

      Ishantil.

      He had to find some way to connect to Ishantil.

      That dragon was there within him. He had been aware of that power and had connected to it within the temple. Ty was certain that the smoke dragon had guided him, serving as some sort of conduit to bridge the gap between them.

      Could he do it again?

      He needed the smoke dragon. That burning was there.

      Ty tried to pull on it.

      He needed control. That was what Gayal had always told him. It was not so much about him acting on his own, as it was a matter of working with the dragon, working with the connection, and convincing the dragon that he needed help.

      And he did.

      “Come back to me,” he said.

      There was urgency in his voice, and Albion looked over to him, but said nothing. A burst of fire shot from one end of the dragon-bone remnants that he held, followed by another. They spiraled out, heading toward a darkened shape in the distance.

      “I won’t have much strength for this,” Albion said. “But if it comes down to it, Ty, I want you to get Zara out of here.”

      “Albion—”

      His brother ran off, and Ty felt frustration surge within him. “Get back here,” he snapped. This time, the dragon reacted.

      It came surging back to him, a burst of heat that flowed all throughout him. Ty grabbed Zara and dragged her forward. It might be best if he left her behind, but he didn’t like the idea of something happening to her while he went after his brother. He had a better chance of protecting her by staying together.

      “I don’t know what Albion thought that he going to do, but I’ve seen the Dragon Touched fight against them before, and—”

      “They have the power of the Dragon Touched,” she said.

      “Exactly,” Ty said. He focused on the smoke dragon. “I need your help. I am going to need Ishantil. We are going to need to stop this.”

      The haze began to swirl around them.

      It was a mix of shadow and the natural haze of the steam field, and it was building, coalescing, and becoming something tangible and overwhelming. It was too much for him to be able to resist.

      He focused, trying to summon that connection, knowing that what he needed was to find a way to draw upon Ishantil. The smoke dragon was useful, but Ishantil was power.

      “Talk to the other dragon,” Ty said.

      “Is that how it works for you?”

      “I don’t know how it works for me,” Ty admitted. “I’ve been trying to figure that out, but unfortunately, there doesn’t seem to be any real connection that I can uncover.” He clenched his jaw and began to focus. He could feel something. It was a burning.

      Burning.

      That was significant. Ishantil was fire.

      He focused on that burning. With the smoke dragon, it wasn’t the burning that he needed to be focusing on so much as it was something different. But when he had first begun to know the power of the smoke dragon, it had come from the burning, hadn’t it? Or had he already made some connection to Ishantil?

      Ty focused on the burning, feeling that power, feeling something there.

      It began to rise within him.

      Could he use it?

      Could he control it?

      He had to. There was no other choice.

      Ty focused, and he let that heat pour up from him.

      “You get to guide it,” he said, speaking to the smoke dragon.

      And he felt a fluttering, like a stirring of wind. It was faint, and it began to work out from him, followed immediately by a streamer of flowing fire.

      It had worked.

      He was almost too startled to know what to do, but that heat and smoke and fire stretched out from him, reaching the haze that filled the area around them, and it pushed.

      It was like some deep power that was boiling up within him, as if that deep power were trying to drive a connection to something more.

      To Ishantil. That was what had to be. He was connecting to the power of the volcano, the power of that dragon that was buried within the volcano, living within the potential of that place.

      Heat flowed from him, and it streamed out, controlled by the smoke dragon. All of that stretched away, streaking from him, and it shot outward. There was power. Energy. And there was an overwhelming sense of something else.

      It was that something else that he could not shake.

      All around him was the fiery devastation that he’d caused. The streamers of fire had destroyed so much, leaving Lothinal attackers screaming, their bodies burning, and through it all he struggled to find any compassion.

      Just the fatigue of the battle.

      He had done it. Ty had used the power under his control.

      But now he had to relax.

      It was time.

      He breathed out, trying to release his hold over the dragons.

      That came slowly. The haze began to boil off.

      Albion stood on the path, his dragon-bone remnants in hand, glowing, dimmer than they had before. He turned in place until he faced them, and then his eyes went wide.

      “Ty?”

      The heat began to retreat, and Ty could feel the smoke dragon beginning to draw back into him, and the power of the fiery energy from Ishantil faded once more, drifting back down inside of him. He was thankful that it had reacted the way that it had when he had needed, and now that he had a sense that drawing upon that heat would connect him to Ishantil, he started to wonder if there might be a way for him to use that connection more effectively. That was what they needed. The smoke dragon was that faint tracing of power, not the boiling energy. He had been focusing on the wrong aspect all along.

      “You’re glowing, Ty.”

      “That’s Ishantil. He’s leaving. You don’t have to worry about it.”

      “I don’t think it’s Ishantil,” Albion said. “I think that’s the Flame.” He smiled, looking to Zara, hope burning in his eyes.

      Ty wished that it was the Flame. If he could be the Manifestation of the Flame, and if he could save his brother’s wife, Ty would do that, but that was not him. It was Ishantil, and he wished that his brother would acknowledge the truth.

      There was nothing else Ty could do.
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      Ty sat up slowly. It was morning, and the sun was starting to crack above the horizon, though they hadn’t moved at all overnight. Ty was no longer quite as sore as he had been when he’d first collapsed, though he still felt an occasional throbbing deep within him, some part of the agony of having been blasted by the geyser—twice now.

      It took his eyes a moment to adjust. For the briefest of seconds, it seemed almost as if the horizon was filled with bright orange and yellow, sweeping vistas of red, but when he blinked, that cleared. Could he be seeing the power of the Flame?

      No. He wasn’t the Manifestation of the Flame. Regardless of what Zara may believe, regardless of what his brother might be trying to convince him, that couldn’t be the case.

      He sat up and looked over to see his brother and Zara holding each other where they had fallen asleep. All around them, steam erupted.

      Ty got to his feet, heading toward the nearest steam pocket.

      The geyser shot only about ten feet in the air, though as he focused on that, the smoke dragon filling him, he pushed the energy of the smoke dragon down, deep into the ground, and he could feel the potential of this part of the steam. It stretched a vast distance and was connected, many of these pockets of steam all interconnected, as if they were all vents of some greater creature.

      It was that kind of thought that brought him closer to what Albion was thinking. It was thinking like that thought tied him into the possibility that maybe there was some Manifestation of the Flame, though Ty could not imagine how such a thing was possible. There was no denying that all of this seemed to be interconnected in a way that he had not known before, but the idea that he was somehow bonded to it seemed impossible to comprehend.

      Now that he was better connected to Ishantil—The power of Ishantil bubbled within him, a faint spark of energy that all he had to do was tap into, and he could call that power through him—he wondered if perhaps there would be a way for him to protect the other places of the Flame.

      Lothinal was after dragons. They were using places of the Flame to attract them, he suspected. Ishantil. The steam fields. Where else would they target?

      Where else might there be other dragons like Zara?

      “Ty?”

      He turned to see Albion starting to stir, with Zara stroking his head. She smoothed Albion’s hair and looked down at him, her eyes full of love and care for him. For a moment, Ty felt a pang of jealousy, though he knew he shouldn’t. His brother deserved someone like her. Everybody deserved somebody like her who looked at them that way.

      She glanced up at him. “How do you feel?”

      He breathed out slowly. “I was tired.”

      “I could see that. You could barely keep your eyes open.”

      “I don’t know how to explain it. I think it might be from connecting to the dragons. I’ve been told that they borrow something from the Tecal. I’m not exactly sure, though. I’ve been trying to make sense of it, trying to understand what that connection does to me, but…”

      Albion stirred and rolled over, glancing up at Zara for a moment, before he looked to Ty. “The Manifestation of the Flame,” he said.

      “Would you stop?”

      Albion breathed in, and he sat up, rubbing at his temple for a moment. He took Zara’s hand. Her wings spread around her for a moment as he did, power billowing off of her. Ty found himself marveling at that.

      “I can’t stop. She needs you.”

      “You felt the smoke dragon connecting to the power of Ishantil. That is all that you saw. That is all that was.”

      Even now, Ty could feel the burning within him, and he recognized that Ishantil still bubbled within him. He might even be able to use that, though it would take some control. It would take practice.

      “What if Ishantil is merely another manifestation?”

      Ty looked over to him, shaking his head. “You’re seeing connections that aren’t there.”

      “I’m seeing connections that need to be seen. Zara needs the Flame. Her people need it as well.”

      He turned to see Zara had moved. In her resting state, the wings that had stretched behind her were not nearly as pronounced, though they were still there. As Ty looked, he could see the faint outline of them curled up and behind her, along with the tail that would extend out from her.

      “That’s the only reason for trying to help?”

      “I want to do more than just help,” he said. “Finding the Manifestation of Flame will help others understand the power of the Flame. It’s all about trying to understand the energy to the world and the truth of all of this.”

      As Ty looked over Albion, he wished that he could say something to him to explain the truth, to get that across to him, to convince him of what he knew about himself. But he wasn’t exactly sure that there was even going to be anything that he could say to convince his brother.

      When he had grown up with Albion, he had become accustomed to his passion for the Flame. Albion had always been devoted and had always had that feeling that the Flame needed that devotion from him, but what Ty saw now was something else. What Ty saw now was more than just simple devotion. It was almost fanaticism. He could tell that Albion expected something out of him, but increasingly, Ty became concerned that he wasn’t going to be able to be what his brother wanted.

      He looked around at the steam fields, feeling the heat and energy that was out there, and he couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps it had been a mistake for him to come with his brother.

      He had made Zara a target. Albion might not see it that way, especially as Albion believed that Ty had some special destiny, some greater purpose in the world, but if Roson James and the others of the Order were after dragons, and if he revealed Zara’s presence, then there might not be anything they could do to help.

      “The Order is still after us,” Ty said. “Regardless of what you think about me, about what I might be, we have to get you to safety.”

      “We can’t go back,” Zara said.

      “I realize that we can’t go back,” Ty said.

      Even if he wanted to backtrack into the steam fields, he feared that all it would do would be to draw attention to their presence and give the Order an opportunity to attack. They needed to find another way.

      “I can see that you’re struggling,” Ty went on. “And I don’t know why, so don’t press me on that, but I can see that you need help. Maybe it’s just a matter of finding another place for you to reach for that potential.”

      Zara smiled softly. “There aren’t many places of potential that are accessible to me. Your brother knows of them.” She looked over to him. “Ever since we met, your brother has been helping me find places of potential so that I can recover. It should have been better in the steam fields,” she said. “Unfortunately, this time, it was not.”

      “Are there any places that the Order and Roson James don’t know about?”

      That was going to be the key, wasn’t it? Not only finding a way to stay ahead of the Order or defeating them if they were attacked again but finding someplace that she could recover that Roson James didn’t know about.

      Ty didn’t know of any place like that. He honestly didn’t know if there was going to be any place like that, but he was willing to look. He had to.

      And he had to get word to Gayal. She was still out there, somewhere.

      Unless Roson James had caught up to her.

      No. Ty couldn’t allow himself to think like that. They had not caught up to the other Tecal. Gayal, Dorian, and whoever else had survived, were still out there, and still attempting to stay ahead of them, still attempting to fight. Ty had to do his part, as well. That was what was needed. That was the essential part of all of this.

      “There might be one place,” Albion said, looking over to her. “It’s an old temple. Small. And it’s connected to the Flame in ways that few even know about.”

      “Will Roson know about it?”

      “Well, he’s tried to infiltrate the priesthood, but he found that it was far more difficult to break in. It’s why he created the Order. He thought that by using the Order, he might be able to make it seem as if he had greater connections to the priesthood than he really did. I think that he intended to try to use that to increase his influence further, but he was not as effective as he wanted.” Albion smiled tightly, as if pleased by that fact.

      “That’s where we need to go,” Ty said.

      He took a deep breath. He could feel the burning within him, and it was faint, subtle, but it was there. The longer that he focused on it, the more he could tell that energy was working within him, the energy of Ishantil. There was the smoke dragon as well, but now that Ty had started to focus on the two different aspects of dragon power, he thought that he could start to tell one from the other. Some of it might only be his imagination, but he believed that what he detected was real. The hot burning came from Ishantil. The other aspect, that faint tracing of power, came from the smoke dragon. And it was that faint tracing of power that was better connected to him. If he could somehow use that, he might be able to draw upon something else, and he might be able to use it to help him find a different connection. The conduit.

      Albion and Zara got themselves together, talking softly to each other, which gave Ty a chance to focus on his dragons. He stood off on the timbered path, looking into the haze. The sun burned down, though it seemed to swirl through some of the haze itself, the orange radiating through the clouds, creating a bloom of color over him. It was quite lovely.

      Ty tried to use that as an opportunity for him to continue to focus on what he might be able to feel down beneath him. There had to be something there, some aspect of that power, that he could call upon. The reservoir was there. This was a place of the Flame, no different than Ishantil, though he wasn’t connected to it the way that he was to Ishantil.

      But he could be. With the smoke dragon, he could reach for that potential.

      He had already seen that.

      Ty focused on that faint tracing of energy, that soft burning that worked within him. He would work on the smoke dragon first. If he could reinforce the connection to that dragon first, then he could use that if needed. He might even be able to travel.

      The idea that he could travel the way that Gayal traveled with her dragon still seemed almost impossible, but it was what he needed to do. If he could find some way to transport them using the power of the dragon, they wouldn’t have to travel through the steam field, and they wouldn’t have to worry about another Lothinal attack.

      He focused.

      At first, he didn’t feel anything. Just the steady fluttering.

      There was still that deep burning within him, though it had become even more intense ever since he had let it erupt from him, as if connecting to the power of Ishantil each time had deepened that connection, had somehow grown something greater between the two of them. And maybe it had. If that were what happened to him, and for him, then he had to hope that he might be able to use even more of that connection to continue to spread that power from him.

      But the smoke dragon was what he wanted focus on now.

      “I know you’re there,” Ty said. He felt foolish at times talking to himself, but this was the only way he could communicate with the smoke dragon. “All I need is for you to react. Let’s start with something simple. Can you emerge?”

      He felt for that faint fluttering.

      He wasn’t trying to force it, and he wasn’t trying to coerce it, but maybe he could simply talk to it. In doing so, Ty had to hope that he might be able to coax the dragon into working with him in ways that it wasn’t otherwise inclined to do.

      Ty could feel that smoke fluttering again. This time, he was certain that he hadn’t imagined it. That power was there, and as it fluttered within him, he knew that it was there.

      He tried again. “All I need is a little sign,” he said. “What I need is for you to show yourself.”

      The dragon began to flutter again, and as it did, he could feel some bit of separation, some bit of power, and then he could use that if they were attacked. He needed to be able to do something if Lothinal came after them.

      “Ty?”

      He glanced back to see Albion holding Zara’s hand.

      “We’re ready to go when you are. It’s a long walk, at least several days by foot. If your friend arrives, she could carry us there faster.”

      “I don’t know if Gayal will find us,” he said. “I don’t even know if she’s okay.”

      She might be able to feel his dragon. She had made a point of saying that the Tecal were connected, that dragons were drawn to dragons. But if that were the case, then wouldn’t she have been drawn to Zara, and others like her? As far as he knew, she had not been, which left him questioning whether what she had said about dragons being drawn to dragons had even been true. He could only hope it was.

      “Is everything well with you and your dragon?” Albion asked.

      “It’s no different than it has been,” he said. “I’ve been trying to feel for that connection, wanting to find a way to tease apart the powers, but even though I can feel it more than I had before, I still can’t do anything with it.” He shook his head. “And it’s frustrating to me. I know that it shouldn’t be, and I know that it should not make a difference, but it does.” He let the frustration fill him, and when he did, he tried to push.

      Surprisingly, frustration, him pushing, and finally understanding the subtle differences between the different types of dragons, had an effect that he had not expected. As he pushed, he could feel the smoke dragon start to seep out from him. He could feel the way that dragon floated, and then it swirled around him.

      The smoke dragon was there, floating, swirling, present.

      Ty stared at it. He was startled. He could feel the drain on him, though. It was unusual. When the smoke dragon had gone down into the reservoir, he had not been quite as aware of that drain on him, but now, it seemed as if that drain on him was far more significant.

      “That is—”

      “This is the smoke dragon,” Ty said. “It worked.” He looked at the smoke dragon. “Now can you swirl around me?”

      The dragon began to move, beginning to swirl.

      “What changed?”

      “I don’t know. I was frustrated, and I pushed. It was almost like I…” He shook his head and smiled to himself. “It was almost like I did exactly what Gayal has been trying to teach me to do ever since I connected to the dragons. She’s going to be pleased with herself.”

      “I think she’s going to want you to succeed, won’t she?”

      “Oh, she wants me to succeed, they all do, but I’ve been pushing back on their teaching methods for so long that I am sure that they are going to just love this.”

      “Can you control the other one?” Zara asked.

      “I don’t think there is another one,” Albion said.

      “There is,” Ty said. “Ishantil. And no. I can feel that burning within me, but I can’t force it out. It’s not like it was back in the temple.”

      But he had time to practice.

      Hopefully they could stay ahead of Lothinal, avoid another attack, but if they were attacked, this time Ty felt like he had a bit better protection than he had before, having connected to the smoke dragon this way. He felt as if there might actually be a way to keep himself, Zara, and Albion safe.

      And if he could reach for Ishantil, they could definitely be safe.
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      Ty was exhausted. They had been walking for the better part of three days, working to better connect to the dragons but having not as much success as he’d like. The connection was there, and it was more consistent than it had been before, but he still couldn’t do things the other Tecal could easily do.

      They had quickly passed beyond the steam field, into a rolling grassland, and then beyond, into a rocky landscape that reminded him a little bit of Zarinth, if Zarinth were more barren.

      Zara could feel potential in the distance. It drew her. They followed her lead, though they didn’t necessarily have to rely only on Zara. The smoke dragon made it quite clear to him that there was something else taking place, something else out there. There was another calling to him, and he had merely to respond.

      Lothinal had not attacked again. They had detected movement a few times, and each time, Ty had focused on the smoke dragon, pleased that he reacted—commanded, rather than requested—though from time to time, it seemed almost as if it was a combination of both. He kept waiting for Ishantil to react to him in the same way, but each time that he tried, he was met with resistance.

      And so they walked. There was no sign of Gayal or the other Tecal. No sign of anyone. It was just the three of them.

      Leaving behind the steam field had changed things for Zara. When they had been in the steam field, he had been acutely aware of the dragon wings stretching off of Zara, along with the tail that twisted, occasionally twitching behind her. When they had departed the steam field, something shifted, and the faintly glowing limbs dimmed even further. Every so often, in the right lighting, he could make out the wings that were there. But for the most part, there was no evidence of it, nothing that would reveal that Zara even had a dragon form at all.

      Could it only be prominent when she was connected to the Flame?

      Ty stopped near a massive boulder, resting his hand and feeling the heat and energy coming off of it. It was still hot here, regardless of how barren this landscape was. Every so often, the sun would get trapped behind clouds, and the air would cool, carrying with it a bit of the stench of the steam fields, that sulfuric odor reminding him of rotting eggs. But then it would peek back out, the wind would gust, and he wouldn’t smell anything. They were climbing quickly, though not nearly as quickly as he would have liked.

      All of the walking just made him wish more that had the ability to travel the way Gayal did. It wasn’t just about traveling that way—though that would have made all of this so much easier—it was that he wouldn’t have to worry about getting caught by Lothinal. That would help them get Zara to this other temple and give her the chance to recover more quickly.

      With each passing day, Ty was increasingly aware of her power fading. He could see it, and though it was faint, he could follow the steady decrease of the power coming off of her in ways that alarmed him. Was that what it was like for her always?

      Perhaps it was a blessing that his brother couldn’t see it.

      “What are you trying to do?” Zara asked.

      Albion had crouched on the ground, pressing his hands together, locked in prayer to the Flame. Ty had seen him do that at least three times a day in their travels, bowing to the Flame. Ty always knew that Albion was faithful but had never seen it expressed this way. He found it particularly interesting that Zara had never joined him in these prayers.

      “Ideally, I would find a way to use the smoke dragon to carry us. It seems like that would make a difference. Unfortunately, I can’t control the smoke dragon enough to make that happen.” He looked over to where Albion stood collecting some berries. He popped one in his mouth, chewing slowly, and then crouched down next to the stream they’d stopped near. “It would be easier on all of us if I could.”

      Not necessarily on all of them, though. If it worked for Ty, it was going to drain him. He knew that it would. But perhaps draining him wasn’t necessarily a problem. If it carried them home, maybe he would still be able to recover.

      “I wish that I could help you, but I suspect these dragons are different than anything that I am.”

      “Each of the dragons is different,” Ty said. “I don’t even understand how they are, or why they are so different. They’re also different from the stunted dragons that the king had, and they’re all very different from you.” He frowned. “Have you ever wondered why you are so different than the king’s dragons?”

      Ty closed his eyes for a moment, feeling for the smoke dragon. It had become easier for him to do over the last few days. Now he could feel that distinct separation of the smoke dragon, and each time that he did, he could call that power out, and the smoke dragon would float away from him, spreading outward, before that power began to build. It happened more readily now than it ever had before. He still had not mastered anything with Ishantil. There was that burning within him, but each time that he attempted to try to tap into that burning, trying to connect to it in some way, he found that it didn’t respond to him. He suspected that if he could use the smoke dragon more efficiently, he might be able to use that conduit to Ishantil far more effectively, and then he could do what he wanted to do.

      She smiled at him, and she shrugged. “There are not many of my kind who knew about the king’s dragons. The king had his unique flock, such as it were.”

      “They were unique,” Ty said. “And surprisingly powerful.”

      “A dragon is a dragon,” she said. “Regardless of what form it takes, it is still powerful. The priests like to talk about the Flame, and perhaps that is what we should focus on, but dragons are connected to a source of power. It is what burns within us. When you know it, you can understand it.”

      “Then why are you getting weaker when there are so many places of power?”

      “When I was younger, I was not,” she said. “The longer that we live, the more that we find our connections limited. It is what it is.” She sounded sad, but she also resigned. “Eventually, we leave this world. All creatures die, even dragons.”

      “But the Flame lives on,” Albion said.

      Ty looked over to him. “If that’s true, then dragons never die.”

      Albion nodded. “Dragons never do die.” He took a seat, looking over to Ty, and patted the ground. “I think it’s time that we talk,” Albion said.

      “About?”

      “About my journey.”

      Ty chuckled. “I think we’ve talked about your journey enough. You’ve been looking for the Manifestation of the Flame, and in that process, you came across Zara, and somehow became the Dragon Thief, whose stories you want to keep from your brother. Does that about sum it up?”

      “Have you ever questioned why I followed the Flame?”

      Ty shrugged. “You always followed after father. He was devoted to the Flame.”

      “And have you ever questioned why?”

      “We grew up in Zarinth, a city that is devoted to the Flame. And it’s a city close to Ishantil, too. I haven’t given much thought to it because there was no reason to give much thought to it.” He glanced over to Zara, and then to his brother, before shrugging. “Unless you’re telling me that there’s some other reason.”

      “There is some other reason,” he said, his voice soft. “The other reason is what pushed me on my journey.”

      “Because father believed in the Manifestation of the Flame?”

      “Yes.”

      “I see. And did he think that I was the Manifestation of the Flame like you do?”

      Albion shrugged. “I don’t know if father thought anything about you. At least not like that. I’m not trying to insult you, I’m just trying to be realistic here, Ty. When you were younger, I never would have considered you the Manifestation of the Flame. But Father chased that power. And when I learned why…”

      “What did you learn?”

      Albion glanced over to Zara. “Have you ever questioned why Mother searched for the relics that she did?”

      They were coming back to this again?

      “We’ve had this conversation before, Albion.”

      “No. We started this conversation before, but we keep getting interrupted. And now we have time.”

      Albion might be able to see her and see the faint lines around the corners of her eyes, the sag of her skin, the paleness to her cheeks, but he couldn’t see the glow around her fading with each passing day. It simply wasn’t as vibrant as it had been before. Why had they gone to Carn? If she needed to recover, why go someplace that was not powerful with the Flame?

      “What are you going on about, then? If this is something that we need to have a conversation about, then what is it? Why do you think that I need to know about Father’s passion for the Manifestation of the Flame?”

      “Father’s passion. It’s also about Mother.” He smiled tightly. “And I know that you don’t want to have that conversation.”

      “You don’t know what I want to have,” Ty said.

      “You’re afraid. I understand it. I was afraid for a long time as well. When Father showed me the Flame and explained the belief behind it, I wasn’t sure, either. But then he told me something else.”

      “Which was?”

      “Which was that mother was sick.”

      “She wasn’t sick.”

      But she knew Maeve. What if she had been sick?

      “She was. And Father believed that she needed the Manifestation of the Flame in order to recover. That was why she searched.”

      “She didn’t search for the Manifestation of Flame,” Ty said. “She searched for dragon relics. And I knew Mother. She wasn’t sick. She would’ve said something. Others would’ve said something.”

      Or would they? It was possible that they wouldn’t have. It was possible that they wouldn’t have known.

      Albion had known… but he had not?

      Not only Albion, but maybe Bingham. Maeve.

      Maeve was a healer, after all. And if his mother was sick, why wouldn’t she go to a healer, one of the more skilled ones within all of Zarinth?

      But that really wasn’t what his brother was getting on about, was it?

      As he looked over to Albion, understanding dawned on him.

      “You can’t be implying that mother was a dragon.”

      Albion smiled at him. “To be honest, I’m not sure what I’m implying. I didn’t know. All I knew was that Father made it clear that Mother needed the Manifestation of the Flame. I was willing to do my part to help her—much like he was. It wasn’t until later that I began to have my own suspicions.” He looked over to Zara. “But if she was, then it would make sense why he pursued the Manifestation of the Flame.”

      “If she was, then that means that we’re part dragon.”

      “Perhaps,” he said.

      Ty looked over to Zara. “Is that even possible?”

      “My kind have mixed with yours before. They’re not dragons, though.” She smiled. “People with potential. Dragon Touched. Tecal, I suspect, but don’t know with any certainty. So if your mother was what Albion believes, then it would explain where your connection comes from.”

      Albion looked over. “You thought I abandoned them. You thought I had not done anything to search for them when they had disappeared, but I that’s not the case. I never gave up. I was always looking for a way to help our mother, much like I suspect Father did. And it’s the reason that I think she disappeared in the first place, with Father chasing her. I think she went after the Manifestation of the Flame around the same time to find a way to restore herself before she returned to the Flame.”
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      The day grew long. They had been going for a week since leaving the steam fields, and now he stood atop a rocky peak, the valley stretching below him, heat bubbling up from a lava flow that stretched through the mountains. There was something very familiar about it. It reminded him of Ishantil.

      Rather than a pool of lava, this was an active flow, but it was unique in the fact that it went out of one tunnel and into another far below. The massive tunnel that the lava poured out of looked like a gaping dragon’s mouth. There were even two long, slender stones that jutted down, looking like fangs that protruded toward the lava spilling in a fountain, landing in a brief pool before running down and streaming away to disappear into another darkened cavern.

      As he approached, he could feel the heat burning within him, almost as if Ishantil had suddenly activated as he got closer to this lava. The power bloomed within him, wanting to be unleashed. Could Ishantil be somehow connected here, too?

      Or perhaps that was nothing more than his imagination, much like so many things when it came to this kind of power. Ty could feel that energy, heat, and power, and it left him thinking that he could actually be connected to the Flame.

      The smoke dragon didn’t react as much as he had anticipated, though there was its normal swirling and fluttering of power, a faint stirring of energy that Ty recognized. He tried to push the smoke dragon out in front of him, but he could not get the dragon to separate from him.

      He turned and looked over to Zara and found her with her hands clasped in front of her. A hint of a wind caught her cloak, whipping at the gray fabric and catching and twisting her black hair. Lines creased her eyes, and there was a bit of worry in them.

      His brother smiled as he looked down upon the lava flow. “It’s a long time since I’ve been here,” he said. “I remember the very first time I came here, I could feel the heat, and it reminded me of the lava lake.”

      “The lava lake is really different than this,” Ty said.

      “It is, but they are similar. I think it’s why the temple was built here, in a place that the ancient priests valued, thinking that they could build it here and connect to the power that was here.” Albion swept his gaze around. “Much further up the rock, we will find the temple. That’s where we need to go so that Zara can recover.”

      “And if she can’t?”

      Ty hated asking a question, but it was a valid one, he knew. If something had already happened to diminish her, and if there was no way for her to recover, then what would they do?

      They couldn’t leave her here and give Lothinal the opportunity to destroy her, but would Albion be willing to come with him?

      Ty couldn’t help but feel as if he needed to get his brother to come along, to keep moving and return to the city. They needed to go back to the king, to find other Tecal, and to get help. If Lothinal continued pursuing the Tecal and the dragons, the king needed to know.

      It was a strange thing for him to feel that way, strange to think that he would be the one to inform the king of anything directly. He remembered his reticence about serving the king, but now he couldn’t think of anything he needed to do more. If only Gayal were here to help, it wouldn’t be all on him.

      “I can already feel myself recovering,” Zara said, her voice soft. “This place is powerful. It reminds me somewhat of Zarinth.”

      “If Zarinth is so good for you, why didn’t you two stay there?” he asked.

      “I don’t like being so close to the border,” she said. “I’m not a fighter, Ty. I might have helped your brother as the Dragon Thief, but I don’t want to fight if I don’t have to. That has never been my skill set.”

      “But you’re a dragon.”

      “Do your dragons want to fight?” she asked.

      As Ty focused on smoke dragon, and the strange fluttering that was within him, he knew the answer to that quite easily. The smoke dragon never wanted to fight. It was obvious to him from all the times that it had resisted his control in a fight. The smoke dragon simply did not want to be a part of anything that might put himself into danger. But if Ty did end up in danger, the smoke dragon did react. It was willing to fight to protect him and itself.

      “It seems to me that the priests would have built a larger temple here,” Ty said, approaching one of the rocks, looking down and feeling the energy. “Similar to what they did in Zarinth.”

      “I think it once was,” Albion said. “I know that you can’t see much here, but the priests have explored this land. They have gone through here, looking for anything to help us know these places that are close to the Flame. And this one is very close to the Flame. I’m sure that you can feel it.”

      Ty wanted to deny that he could, but he recognized that feeling. There was that heat and energy, and there was power that seemed to flow upward, swirling around him and toward him. Within that, he detected something else, the burning within himself. It felt as if Ishantil wanted him to be aware of that sensation, the power of that dragon surging within him in this place.

      That’s so odd.

      But then, it wasn’t entirely odd. When he had been in the steam fields, the dragon had been more potent there as well. He had been aware of that energy, that connection, and that power there as well. Ty had felt the surge from that space, and he had known the dragons reacted to the potential, much like Zara had claimed.

      Albion motioned for them to follow, and they scrambled away from the rock, heading along the path. As they did, Ty detected something else. It was a subtle thread of energy.

      It came slowly, but as soon as it did, he recognized what it was.

      He hadn’t felt it in nearly a week. They had been traveling for a long time, making their way toward this temple, all in order to give Zara the help that she needed, but he hadn’t felt the threat of Lothinal in all that time. It had dimmed, becoming a threat that Ty had allowed himself to think of as more distant than real, but it was still real. The danger was still there. And as they made their way along the rock, the threat crept up his spine until he couldn’t ignore it.

      He looked over to Albion. “Lothinal is coming. I don’t know how long we have.”

      Zara paled.

      “You won’t have to fight,” he said. “And if we can disrupt their attack, we might be able to keep them from harming this temple.”

      “They shouldn’t have known about this temple,” Albion said.

      “Unless they followed us,” Ty said.

      It could be their fault. They had been making their way toward it, thoughtless to the possibility of Lothinal following them, mostly because Zara had needed help.

      But now they were here, and it started feeling like this was all a big mistake.

      They should have fought harder.

      “We need to redirect them,” Ty said. “If we can do that, we can draw them off, then they won’t learn about this temple.” He looked over to his brother, locking eyes with him for a moment. “I hate to say it, but I think we’re going to have to split up.”

      “You take Zara,” Albion said. When Zara looked over to Albion, he nodded. “He can protect you better than I can.”

      “But who is going to protect you?” Zara asked.

      “I’m not going with either of you,” Ty said. When Albion turned to him, Ty smiled tightly. “If this place is filled with the potential like Zara believes, then she should recover. I’ve seen what she can do, I felt it, and I know that if anything or anyone could offer you that level of protection, it would be her. And besides, I’m not going to have the two of you split up. That doesn’t make any sense at all.”

      “What doesn’t make sense is you sacrificing yourself,” Albion said.

      “It’s not a sacrifice. I’m going to see if I can draw off the Lothinal threat. I have a better connection to the smoke dragon now than I did before, and I have to think that between that, my connection to Ishantil, and the potential is here, I might be able to distract them. Hopefully they won’t find the temple.”

      It might be too late for that, Ty knew, and as he looked over to his brother, he could tell that they both recognized that same truth. But if there was a possibility that he could prevent Lothinal from reaching them and ensure that they survived, then he had to try. He wasn’t at all sure what would happen to him, but that wasn’t what was important right now.

      “The temple is in these rocks,” Albion said. “We could all reach it, and perhaps we could defend it.”

      “Are there other priests there?” Ty asked.

      “Not any longer,” Albion said. “The priests left it a while ago. They never viewed this place as powerful with the Flame nor as accessible as temples like Zarinth,” he said, but he looked over to Zara, frowning. “But there is a potential here. I’m not dragon,” he said, his voice a whisper, “and I’m not like her, but I can feel something. Perhaps it’s simply my belief, but I feel like the Flame is here. I have always felt that way.”

      “It’s not just your belief,” she told him. “I can feel it as well. There is potential here. It’s different, distinct, but it is tied to the Flame or the power that exists within it. I think that we can find that connection.”

      He smiled at her. “See?” he said, looking over to Ty. “There is a connection to the Flame,” Albion said.

      Ty looked up the slope. “Then you need to get up to the temple and take whatever time she needs to recover. Does it take a long time?”

      “Not a long time,” she said. “But days are better than moments.”

      “Of course,” Ty said.

      He wasn’t sure that he would be able to give her days, though.

      Find a way to draw away Lothinal.

      That was what he had to focus on.

      He thought about the smoke dragon, feeling that fluttering within him, and he tried to summon that energy, trying to call that within him. He could feel the current of power within him.

      “I’m going to need your help,” he whispered. “I know that you don’t like to fight, but in this case, I think in order to protect Zara, another dragon, that you’re going to have to. I know you want to protect only me, but Zara needs us.”

      There was that fluttering, a hint of heat, and through it all, Ty was aware of the energy of Ishantil burning within him, as if Ishantil was the one that wanted to respond for him.

      And perhaps Ishantil would. Maybe that was the power that he needed to call upon instead. Ishantil was violence, eruption, flame. That was probably the best defense.

      “Go,” Ty said, looking from Albion to Zara. “I’m going to work with the dragons, and I’m going to make myself a target.” He focused on the smoke dragon. “And in doing so, I’m sure that I can get this dragon to help me.”

      Albion took Ty’s hand, squeezing it. “Don’t die here.”

      Ty chuckled, but he felt a simmering of worry. He didn’t want to die, either.

      “We’re still trying to find answers,” Albion said. “And until we do, I can’t lose you. Even after we do, I suppose that you shouldn’t be lost. You’ve been looking for those answers for so long; we all need them. About all of this. And about whether you can be the Manifestation of the Flame.”

      Ty sighed. Back to that again. Maybe it would be best that his brother went a different direction.

      “Go.”

      They started climbing, and Ty waited a moment, watching as they ascended the rock. It led up and away from this lava flow, a difficult climb. Albion had an easier time than Zara, which surprised Ty. She was a dragon. She should be able to climb that quickly and easily, but as he watched, he couldn’t help but feel as if her being a dragon limited her, making it difficult for her, and far more difficult than she deserved. But perhaps there wasn’t anything that she could do. Perhaps this was the limit for her. As Ty stared, he noticed something. The longer that they were here, the more that her wings began to glow, forming around her.

      This is the right thing.

      Seeing her take on that shape, beginning to swell with power, he couldn’t help but feel as if this were the right thing. She needed this. They all needed this.

      Let her and Albion go.

      And then he could find his own way.

      When they climbed out of sight, he looked back toward the lava, and he focused on the energy within him, trying to call upon what he needed. He had no idea what form it was going to take, only that he could feel that power bubbling within him. He could feel something, but what was it?

      There was some aspect here, something that began to build, and then…

      Then he didn’t know.

      The dragon called to him. The heat from Ishantil called to him.

      It was time to go.

      He climbed away, and as he did, he continued to focus on the dragon, continuing to let that energy flow away from him, trying to recognize that power, wanting to have some connection to it. If he could, he couldn’t help but think that he could draw Lothinal away. They weren’t all that far from here.

      He could feel their power reaching for him.

      The dragons reacted, though.

      And that was what he needed. That was a connection that he demanded.

      Power coalesced around him.

      And as it did, Ty recognized it. He knew that he had to find something within himself.

      This time, that connection was there, though. He reached for the power within and let it out.

      Lothinal magic expanded throughout the chamber.

      Ty could feel it closing in upon him. Surprisingly, it wasn’t the same darkness that he had detected before. This was a faint streamer of power, but not the same oppressive darkness that he had come to know. The heat and flame continued filling and seeping out of him. As it did, he could feel the energy. That was what had hold onto. That was the connection that he needed to tap into. Ty used that.

      He had to draw Lothinal away, though.

      Become the target.

      He felt a fluttering within him. The smoke dragon reacted. The smoke dragon did not care for this strategy whatsoever, but Ty didn’t care. If it meant that Albion and Zara got away, he was willing to be the target.

      “You know, it would be better if you could fly, and then you could carry us away from here,” he muttered, talking to the smoke dragon. “Or if Ishantil would somehow sprout magical wings for me the way that Zara has wings,” he went on. He picked his way down the rock, moving further from the power of the lava flow. As he moved further from it, he could feel the heat beginning to wane within him. The heat must be connected to the lava flow. He was drawing less power here, and he didn’t like that, but he also didn’t want to stay exposed in the open, here.

      There had to be some way for him to channel that power through him more effectively.

      “Come on,” he urged.

      Frustration filled him as it had in the very earliest times that he had been using the smoke dragon. He felt the smoke dragon swirl outward, and he forced it away from him. In doing so, he felt the energy of the smoke swirling, and for a moment, it seemed as if there was a face that formed within the smoke dragon.

      “I’m just asking for your help,” Ty said. “I don’t intend to do anything that’s going to get either of us killed, but we are going to need to work together so that we can protect Zara and Albion. You want to protect another dragon, don’t you?”

      This time, the smoke-faced dragon focused on him. That was a strange sensation. He could see the space forming within the smoke, and he could see the wings of spreading, and then it swirled outward, coming and arcing around Ty, and protecting him.

      Ty nodded to himself.

      “Very well,” he said. “Now that we have that established, we need to try to ensure that we draw Lothinal off. Either that, or we destroy the attack. Your choice. I don’t care.”

      Well, that wasn’t entirely true. He did care. Lothinal, and whoever was with them, deserved to be destroyed. Remove them as a threat altogether, and only wouldn’t have to fear another attack.

      The smoke dragon swirled away, leading him.

      Ty focused on it, and he followed.

      At first, he wasn’t sure what to make of that guidance, but as he followed the smoke dragon, he could feel the pressure of Lothinal beginning to build. He realized that the smoke dragon guided him ever closer to what they were chasing.

      He followed, saying nothing.

      The smoke dragon stayed with him.

      The heat swelled. It was still there, and the energy that was coursing up within him, the power that was building, though not as intense as near the lava flow, Ty could still feel it.

      “If you can help as well, Ishantil, I would really appreciate it.”

      For a moment, the smoke dragon swirled back toward him.

      The face formed again, and in that moment, Ty wondered if perhaps he should be naming the smoke dragon much like had named Ishantil.

      He spun toward the energy. The smoke dragon swirled away, and there was a haze in the air. The smoke dragon floated through that haze, parting it, and there was a connection between Ty and the smoke. It forged through him, as if the smoke dragon wanted him to be aware of that channel of power, a conduit, that flowed from him, and down into the connection that was Ishantil.

      The heat began to bloom, and Ty remembered what he had done the last time, and he pushed. Power flowed up, blooming from deep within him, and it began to build, washing out and away, and from there, he shot it toward the dark haze of the Lothinal magic. It burned off, bubbling and rippling.

      There were three of the Order standing across from him.

      They seemed startled by how their power suddenly faded. Ty didn’t have an opportunity to react. The smoke dragon did.

      With a surge of shadowy smoke, the dragon launched toward the nearest of them and shot down the person’s throat, billowing out as the man collapsed, trembling. The next man held out an orb, a device filled with Lothinal magic, but the smoke dragon had already surrounded him in baleful gas.

      Ty rushed toward the remaining one. He had reached toward his dragon-bone dagger, pulling it free of its sheath, but that hadn’t been necessary. The heat from Ishantil bubbled up within him, and he pushed outward, letting it flow away. It surged; a beam of heat engulfed the man. He screamed and then fell still.

      Ty checked each of the men’s faces, but none of them were Roson James. Of course it couldn’t be that easy, but he had to hope.

      Where is he?

      He had to be somewhere. He wasn’t done. None of this was done. But there was no sign of him. Ty moved forward, and felt the smoke dragon’s swirl back toward him, as if drawing within him.

      When he did, Ty focused on him, then pushed out again. The dragon reacted, and flowed out from him, swirling, once again, a face forming.

      “Now you want to work with me?”

      The dragon swirled, and the wings parted. There came a fluttering, a faint string of energy, but then it faded. The dragon reacted. He focused on that power. When he did, he detected something else. It was a warmth, a tugging.

      A dragon.

      He had known something like this in Zarinth when Gayal had called to him. He remembered how that entropy had called to him, pulling him toward her and the others.

      But he had gone so long now that he had given up hope that he would find them again. But now he could feel it. Now he couldn’t help but hope that he was close, and that he could find Gayal.

      Ty hurried.

      He found himself picking his way along the rock, drawn toward that strange sense of the dragon, almost as if the dragon were guiding him, drawing him toward it.

      But perhaps that wasn’t it.

      The dragon was calling to him.

      As he approached, Ty felt for the energy of this new dragon, but he could not detect anything new, just that strangeness and energy, and nothing more.

      He tried to call upon the smoke dragon, trying to understand that energy, but he could not make anything of it.

      He shifted, focusing on Ishantil, the heat, the power, and let that build within him, but it did not resonate either.

      Instead, he detected something. The pulling, but something else. A trembling.

      Something was causing the rocky mountainside to tremble.
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      Ty stood in place, focusing on the power that bubbled up within him. He had grown accustomed to Ishantil trembling during his life in Zarinth, but it didn’t make it any easier for him. At this point, he wasn’t sure if the trembling was tied to an unsteadiness here, or if there was something else that he needed to be concerned about. Perhaps there was a danger here.

      But if there was a danger, then why would he feel it?

      And how did he feel it?

      He had been drawn by the dragon. Ty was certain of it. He was certain that the dragon called in here, and that he had to find the dragon that was there, but even as he tried, he wasn’t sure that there was anything here for him.

      He pushed on the smoke dragon. As he did, the dragon began to drift out from him, floating away from him, and the smoke dragon’s face formed once again. “Can you detect anything here?”

      The smoke dragon whirled again, and then it fluttered, before finally there came a different sense of energy. It came from deep beneath the ground.

      Was the dragon somehow trapped? He was certain there was a dragon calling out to him. Maybe there was another dragon like his smoke dragon, like Ishantil, here.

      The other Tecal had ways of finding dragons, but Ty had not expected to find any on his own. But if he had somehow managed to come across one, shouldn’t he do whatever he could to rescue it, and perhaps even bond to it? If he could do that, he might be able to use that dragon against Lothinal, too.

      It would take time and understanding to know what the dragon needed from him, but if he could connect to something other than the smoke dragon, then Ty had to think that there might be some way for him to use that connection to help ensure that they stopped this attack.

      He felt the buildup again.

      And again, there came a trembling, a deep energy that began to rumble, flowing through the mountainside. It was that trembling that carried to him, a trembling that seemed to drift through not only the rock, but also seemed to react to something within Ty, as if that were somehow connected to the power of Ishantil.

      They were connected.

      He froze. In the distance, he could still feel that energy of the lava flowing nearby. There had always been rumors that lava was all connected, all coming from some same source. If Albion were here, Ty could imagine that him claiming that it all came from the Flame.

      But even if that weren’t the case, even if it wasn’t the Flame, Ty couldn’t help but feel as if that interconnectedness was what he detected now. Was this Ishantil trying to call to him, the volcanoes linked underground and connected to the dragon, as if the dragon was here, wanting to flow to him. Or maybe none of that was even real.

      Ty picked his way along the rock.

      Lothinal was down. The threat was slowed. At least for now. There might be another attack, but Ty, for the first time, felt confident that he might be able to withstand it. Having dealt with Lothinal once already, he should be able to do it again

      The smoke dragon swirled, framing him in something like a bubble, wrapping him in smoky wings spread outward. He could occasionally make out the face, but there wasn’t anything else within the dragon that he could detect. Other than the energy. The dragon was there, providing some hint of power, some hint to that connection, and it was that which Ty could feel, it was that which he hoped would be enough.

      The burning of Ishantil was there as well, and as the rock trembled, and the energy bubbled. Ty braced himself and found a crack in the rock. He paused. Heat wafted out of that crack, and Ty rested his hand on it and felt it trembling again.

      “Do you think you can go in there?” he asked the smoke dragon.

      It swirled again, and rather than refusing as it often had, it floated inside of the crack and disappeared.

      There was a sense of power that flowed between them, and Ty detected that energy, that power, and something else. There was heat, but he thought that came from Ishantil. There was something else there, but he wasn’t exactly sure what it was. Perhaps it was just this place, the energy that was around him, and perhaps it was something that he should investigate himself.

      He squeezed into the crack and picked his way forward.

      It widened the farther that he went, and there was a faint gusting air that worked past him, which carried that feeling of power on it like the lava flow.

      But that drawing sensation continued to call to him, as if he were compelled to follow it. The smoke dragon pulled him now. But it also came from whatever he had sensed out there. He had to go to it. He felt compelled by it.

      Ty continued to make his way forward, picking his way toward that sensation. He had no idea what it was, only that the dragons seemed to want him to follow it.

      He reached a cavern. There was a faint glow that came from someplace distant and illuminated the inside of the cavern, allowing Ty to see the walls looping up over him, arching high overhead.

      Maybe Zara should have come to this place. It would’ve been an opportunity for her to have restored herself even closer to the Flame, but perhaps not quite as exposed. In a place like this they could have defended it easily, and Lothinal would not be able to sneak up on them. As Ty turned around, sweeping his gaze around him, he began to feel a different trembling.

      Something struck him.

      He turned. What was it? He saw nothing.

      The smoke dragon still stretched away from him, but even as he focused on that strangeness, he couldn’t tell what it was.

      Something struck him again.

      Ty paused.

      Could Lothinal be here?

      It was possible. He hated to think it was, but there was no doubt in his mind that there was a real possibility that Lothinal had snuck in after him and had come into the chamber, to attack.

      He would have to fight.

      But the smoke dragon wasn’t defending him.

      There may be a different way for him to fight. Ty focused, feeling for that energy, feeling for the power of the other dragon. Ishantil was there. And he could use that. As that power lingered within him, Ty could feel it flowing, and he couldn’t help but think that he might be able to draw upon something greater.

      It was even more intense than it had been before, as if coming to this place, closer to this heat and energy, had built up some aspects for him, binding him to the power of Ishantil in a way that it had not been before. And maybe that was what it was. Maybe that was how he connected to that power. Ty could feel it.

      He pushed it upward.

      It was different than when he connected to the smoke dragon. With the smoke dragon, there was first a separation, a cleavage of power, that he had to separate and peel apart in order for him to convince the smoke dragon to take any sort of action. As soon as he separated the smoke dragon, then he could try to control or command or even coax the dragon into taking whatever action he needed. With Ishantil, it seemed as if the heat was always there, lingering within him, a burning sensation that was tied to him. It took a matter of pressure for him to squeeze that outward, but as he did, the energy would build, squeezing upward, and he could find the power.

      He glowed with it.

      It felt strange to acknowledge that he glowed the way that he did, but that was what it was. Ishantil glowed within him.

      The smoke dragon didn’t glow with him, but perhaps it could not. As he turned, he felt another blast at him. It struck him from his left, and Ty turned. Another blast came from his right.

      Ty turned toward that. They came from either direction, hitting him one after another, and though he wanted to ignore that power and that pain coming at him, he couldn’t. Ishantil protected him, but Ishantil was not for protection. Ishantil was meant for destruction.

      He started to push heat outward, boiling with that energy, letting it flow up from him, knowing that all he had to do is to keep pushing, and he could let that energy erupt from him and flow out toward his assailants.

      Lothinal had to be here.

      Only he didn’t feel anything like Lothinal. If there had been some danger from Lothinal, wouldn’t the smoke dragon have given him some sort of warning?

      The smoke dragon was highly attuned to the danger of Lothinal, and he would’ve expected that out of him. But there had been no presence from the smoke dragon. There had been nothing to suggest that was what this was.

      And if not Lothinal, then what?

      There had been pulling on him, though. Ty had been aware of it, and it had been what had drawn him into this chamber in the first place.

      He spun, and he saw a figure.

      Another one came closer to him. One had sandy blonde hair that was reflected from the pale light the glowed within the chamber, and another had brown hair, stocky build, and…

      Was connected to a stone dragon.

      Ty was certain that was what it was. He had encountered stone dragons before. Dorian had a stone dragon. But this was not Dorian. Dorian wouldn’t have been here, and Dorian certainly wouldn’t have attacked him.

      “Are you Tecal?”

      Ty hadn’t served as a Tecal long enough to know the rest of the Tecal, so if they were, there was a real possibility that they wouldn’t recognize him.

      One of them hesitated.

      “Who are you?” This came from somebody behind him.

      Ty turned. Could there be a third Tecal?

      He focused on the smoke dragon, trying to call him back to him.

      The smoke dragon swirled but didn’t come all the way back.

      He continued to try to summon it, and at the same time, he pushed, letting Ishantil bubble up within him. If he could illuminate this space, get the cavern to glow, he might be able to see who was coming.

      The power of Ishantil flowed, burning, and then his breath caught.

      He saw Albion and Zara.

      Both were bound and gagged, crouched near what Ty imagined was a small pool of lava. There was a man standing near them, curved sword held out. Then there was a woman near them, holding onto a dragon-bone dagger.

      He couldn’t tell if they were Tecal, and certainly didn’t feel anything from them to make him think that way. But if he was in danger, why had the smoke dragon not reacted? Why had he not given him any warning?

      The power that he had detected before built again, and as before, Ty suspected that it was a stone dragon. But that stone dragon wasn’t near him. That stone dragon was behind him.

      Ty was drawing on considerable strength, and he had to be careful here. He was letting Ishantil flow, bubbling up within him, and at a certain point, it would need released. That would be a problem here.

      He had to find a different way to handle this.

      He remained crouched in place, holding his hand on the stone, pushing out the energy through him, creating a ring of fire all around the inside of the cavern. Even as he did, it still wasn’t enough. The power was there, but he could not overwhelm the shadows.

      The man in the back of the room must have control over a shadow dragon.

      Maybe even more than one.

      There were Tecal who had connections to more than one dragon. He could imagine that this man was one such person.

      He got to his feet.

      He turned his attention to his brother, and then to Zara. At some point, they had been captured. Maybe this was Lothinal.

      They had already learned that the Dragon Touched had been infiltrated by Lothinal. Roson James had gotten too deep within the Dragon Touched, and too many people had started to serve him and his dark wishes.

      Could the Tecal have fallen as well?

      Maybe if it meant keeping their dragons—and their lives.

      Zara struggled against her bindings. Every so often, she would flare with heat, but there was something limiting her.

      Ty had to find a way to help her.

      In this place, though, she should be able to recover. There was enough power here that he thought that she should be able to call upon the Flame, the potential that was here, and take on her dragon form.

      But Zara had made it clear that she was not a fighter.

      “I don’t know who you are, and I don’t know why you have targeted them, but you need to release them,” Ty said. “He is a priest of the Flame, and she is—”

      “We know what she is,” the man in the back of the room said.

      Ty went still.

      “Do you?” Ty asked softly.

      The voice didn’t change. “We know exactly what she is.”

      Ty turned his attention to the others and realized that he had it wrong. There were more people here than he had realized. He had thought there were only these four, which would’ve been enough, especially given what he had felt, but that wasn’t all.

      There was dragon power. Considerable dragon power. Enough that it lured his smoke dragon to it. But it had done more than that. It had not only summoned his smoke dragon, but also prevented it from returning to Ty.

      Thankfully he wasn’t fully dependent on the smoke dragon. He also had Ishantil, and that was a weapon. The heat was still simmering inside of him, just under his skin. He would reveal his attackers, and he would remove this threat.

      He was not going to wait.

      “Step away from them,” Ty said.

      “I’m afraid that one Dragon Touched isn’t going to be enough,” the voice said again.

      “I’m not Dragon Touched,” Ty said.

      He took a step forward. There was resistance against him, and the ground itself started to rumble, trying to confine him.

      When he had first gone to Dorian for training, the Tecal had used something similar to this. Ty remembered that power and the way that Dorian had called upon the heat, the shadows, but he’d also called upon the rumbling of a stone dragon. That was the trembling Ty had felt before. Had it called to him, or had it been trying to warn him?

      But Ty didn’t want to harm dragons.

      If they were Tecal that had sided with Lothinal, then he knew what he would need to do. He would have to incapacitate them, and then he would have to claim their dragons. It was the same thing that Dorian had tried to do to Ty when he had first come for his own training, and while Ty had never actually had that happen, the threat had been worrisome enough.

      He didn’t even know if he’d be able to do it. Not with the smoke dragon. That dragon wanted to protect him. But Ishantil…

      The power of Ishantil might be enough to permit him to tear those other dragons free if it meant protecting them. Ishantil was deeply connected to the Flame. The others moved away from the walls, revealing their presence. Ty wasn’t sure what he was going to have to do. Surprisingly, though, he felt what he needed to do. The smoke dragon guided him. It was a conduit. At least, in this case, the smoke dragon was trying to act as one. He flowed from Ty, over to Zara, stretching between them.

      The smoke dragon wanted Ty to push Ishantil toward her?

      Potential. The dragon power.

      Ty pushed.

      Heat flooded through him, flowing across that connection, and into Zara. Ty wasn’t even sure if it would work. But if it did…

      Zara took a deep, gasping breath. That connection filled her. The ground around him stopped trembling. Zara jerked her hands to either side, freeing herself.

      And everything went still.

      Dragons recognized dragons.

      Ty took a step forward, and he caught the woman. The smoke dragon swirled around Ty for a moment, and then a ring of power exploded outward. Ty didn’t want to harm the dragons, but what he needed to do was to find a way to safely incapacitate these Tecal. He didn’t know if he could even do that, either.

      But he had to try. There were still four others he could feel but couldn’t see. Four others masked within the chamber, four others that Ty needed to find.

      Ty breathed in the smoke, and then created another ring of power.

      He grabbed for Zara, and quickly reached for his dragon-bone knife, slashing through the bindings it held her, and helped her to her feet.

      “I know that you don’t want to fight,” Ty said. “I know that you claim that you aren’t that kind of dragon, but I don’t know what’s going on here.”

      Zara pushed close to him, and he could feel the heat and energy radiating off of her. “They overpowered us. I don’t know what they did to Albion, either. They have some remnants. Artifacts that seemed to be holding him.”

      Ty looked over to Albion, who stared blankly as if in some sort of trance. He was staring toward the lava pool.

      “I can’t see anybody that’s here,” Ty said. While I can feel some of them through my dragon, I can’t find them all. If you can help me there, you won’t even have to fight.”

      Zara looked over, and then she spread her wings. He wondered how much of that was her control, and how much of that was instinctive. As her wings spread, there was a strange circling of energy. Ty could feel it flowing out from Zara. He had never detected that before, but perhaps because he had connected with her through Ishantil, there was some unique bond that had formed between them. Whatever it was, he was now aware of it.

      “There are hidden walls.”

      Ty swept his gaze around him, and he felt for the smoke dragon.

      “Now it’s your turn,” he whispered.

      He pushed.

      Thankfully, the smoke dragon didn’t fight him and reacted instantly, flowing outward, toward the cracks in the walls, and then he felt something. A door. Maybe that was how Albion and Zara had been captured in the first place. He had to figure out what it was going to take to get them back, and stop the ones are responsible for capturing them.

      Ty stepped forward, still filled with the power of Ishantil. They watched him, but they didn’t seem concerned by him. That, by itself, should have been alarming.

      “Why would you attack the Priests of the Flame?”

      One of the other spoke up. “We have seen enough corrupted Priests of the Flame.” This came from the shadow’s voice.

      “He isn’t corrupted,” Zara said.

      The other turned toward her. “Unfortunately, we cannot take that risk. We are the Protectors of the Flame.”

      Another attack struck him. This came from wind swirling, ground trembling, and someplace even deeper, an energy that was building.

      It was time for him to end it.

      He opened himself to the power of Ishantil.

      The last time he had done it, he had released too much power. But if they were going to attack him, and if they were going to do something to his brother, and if they had attempted to kill Zara, Ty had no choice but to open himself up that power and release as much as he could.

      Ishantil flowed within him.

      It was a strange burning connection deep within him, but the more that he held onto that power, the easier it was for him to let that energy connect across the distance. It bubbled, and Ty focused on the lava. That was the power of the Flame. That was the power of Ishantil. All he had to do was find a way of using that power now, and he might be able to draw upon something more.

      Ty let that power flow from him, and as it did, he felt the bubbling connection that came from deep within him, but it also seemed to flow from the pool of lava near him. He had been using the connection to Ishantil since coming here and was glowing with that power. What surprised him was that he was not getting any weaker. When he had drawn upon the dragon energy before, he had felt a weakness beginning to fill him. This time, he did not feel that same sensation. It was almost as if this place did not drain him the way that others had.

      Perhaps the dragon was feeding upon the power here. The potential.

      Much like Zara had needed to feed upon the potential.

      “You aren’t going to harm the Flame,” the dark shadow said.

      A door started to open.

      Ty turned toward it, and he wondered if he might be able to use the smoke dragon to fight it, but as he pushed out, he could not feel anything. It was almost as if someone behind the door pressed against him.

      Somebody was more powerful.

      Or they had another more powerful dragon.

      Somehow, he had to have more strength. There was only one way he could get stronger here.

      He stepped toward the lava pool. If he could call upon that potential, maybe Ishantil and the smoke dragon would flow through him with enough strength that he could use that to overpower this.

      He focused on the smoke dragon.

      “Protect me,” he whispered.

      Then Ty took a deep breath, and he physically reached for the lava itself. He had no idea if the smoke dragon would be able to protect him or not, but what else could he do?

      “No, Ty!” Zara cried out.

      Ty ignored her.

      Another voice split through the chaos, the power of the dragons battering at him, and carved through everything else. Ty hadn’t heard that voice in years. Even now, after so long, he recognized it. And he could not move. It was as if some band of power looped around him.

      “Tydornen?”

      Ty froze, his hand hovering above the pool of lava, the heat burning beneath him.

      As that voice cut through everything, he didn’t dare move toward the lava. Instead, he looked up toward the shadow. The darkened figure stepped toward him into the light.

      The figure was thin, with a thick beard, dark hair that was slicked back, and a brown cloak with a hood pooling around the shoulders.

      Still, even though Ty hadn’t seen him in years, he recognized him immediately.

      “Father?”
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      Ty set next to the lava pool, feeling the heat radiating off of it, and the smoke dragon swirling around him, offering a hint of protection. He was fatigued from having used that power as much as he had, but there was enough strength within him that he managed to resist the weakness that threatened to overwhelm him.

      He looked over to his brother. He rested, curled up on the ground, Zara sitting next to him, one hand resting on his arm, and her dragon wings curling around him protectively. He thought that he was the only one who saw it, though he suspected that the dragons in the chamber with them—and he could feel other dragons all around them—were aware of it. They were alone in the chamber, the others who had attacked them now gone, though he didn’t know if he should even stay and wait.

      Ty looked over to Zara, meeting her gaze.

      “Are you sure that’s your father?” Zara asked softly.

      Ty shook his head. “I thought it was, but my father wouldn’t have attacked us like this. Now I’m not as certain.”

      “He should have recognized Albion,” she said.

      She wasn’t wrong. His father had been the one to push Albion toward the Flame, and given what Albion had claimed about their father, and about how he had pursued the Manifestation of the Flame, Ty would’ve expected that his father would have recognized him somehow.

      But he didn’t. Somehow, he didn’t.

      “They were concerned about you,” he said, looking over to Zara. “But if Albion’s suspicion about our mother was true, then they would’ve known.”

      Zara chuckled softly, though there was no mirth in her eyes. The light of the lava pool reflected off of her eyes, though she still didn’t draw upon enough power. Ty suspected that Zara would be able to draw even more power from here, using the power of the Flame, the energy that was within it, and the power of the lava pool, though Zara had not yet demonstrated that she could.

      “Look at me,” Zara said. “Truly look at me.”

      “I don’t know what you expect me to see other than what I already have,” Ty said.

      “There are some who believe that people like myself, people with my complexion, have been cursed by the Flame… and we have.” Zara shook her head, and her fiery wings wrapped even more tightly around Albion, and she crouched down, resting her elbows on her thighs, running her hand along Albion’s arm. “It doesn’t help that my people have long believed in that curse, that my people have acted in ways that would make others believe that.”

      “I don’t understand,” Ty said.

      “There are plenty within this kingdom who believe that people with dark hair, pale complexion, and our markings”—she touched the freckles on her face—“have been abandoned by the Flame. Look at the rest of the people within your kingdom. Look at you, Tydornen.”

      Ty looked down at his hands. He had tanned skin, despite the fact that he didn’t spend much time out in the sunlight. It was typical for the kingdom, typical for the people within the kingdom.

      “I suppose,” he said softly.

      “I suppose,” Zara said softly, shaking her head. “What you know is what we are. The first time you saw me, what did you think?”

      “The first time I saw you, I thought you were a healer who was called in to help make sure that I didn’t die after my attack. And you helped, so I was appreciative of that.” He shrugged, glancing over to her. “But I didn’t think anything else about you. Not that you are a dragon, certainly.” The idea that a person could be a dragon had never even entered his mind. He still found it difficult to comprehend, especially when he looked upon Zara, and he didn’t see the glowing wings coming off her. But in this place, surrounded by the power that was here, Ty could feel that energy coming from her, and he was acutely aware of the wings, the power, and aware of her. She was a dragon. “Did Albion know?”

      “He didn’t know, but he was far more intuitive than I had expected. And when he discovered the truth, he was not surprised, and he was not scared.”

      Ty stared at the door where his father and the others had disappeared, a question still burning within him. He didn’t have any answers, and he wondered whether he could get them, or whether his father would keep them from him.

      Zara remained silent, holding onto Albion, and barely looked up when the door started to grind, an opening forming.

      His father stepped forward, looking older than Ty remembered, more grizzled, and almost harder. It was a strange thing to see. Ty had spent so many years of his adult life searching for his parents, wanting to know what happened to them, and now that he had his father here before him, he wondered if he would ever get the answers that he wanted.

      His father had one hand at his side, as if he were going to grab the knife or dagger he kept sheathed there. His gray cloak shifted on his shoulders, and Ty noticed that it was dragon bound. Two others came behind him, both of them connected to dragons, though Ty could only feel the faint stirring of their connection to the dragons, and nothing more than that.

      His father strode forward, glancing over to Albion rested before flicking his gaze toward Ty. “You have questions.”

      Ty got to his feet, feeling for the smoke dragon. Since coming here, he had been loath to release his connection to the smoke dragon, wanting to maintain that connection. The dragon swirled, and Ty could feel that energy flowing, preparing for the possibility that he might have to take another approach.

      Not to attack with smoke dragon. That was not what it did.

      But Ishantil…

      “I had hoped you would say something else first.” Ty glanced over to Albion. “I thought maybe you would explain why you needed to attack Albion.”

      His father turned toward Albion. “I didn’t know that was him. When he went to the priesthood, he did so…” He shook his head, looking back Ty. “I didn’t know that it was him.”

      Would his father acknowledge that he had been the one to push Albion toward searching for the Manifestation of the Flame? Perhaps not. Perhaps Ty was never to learn the truth of his family. Silence stretched for a long moment.

      “Why did you never return?”

      The other two dragon bonded remained behind him, though they gave him space.

      Ty wondered whether his father had bonded a dragon or not. Perhaps his father was Tecal. It would explain how Ty had his ability, as he suspected it was an inherited trait, but as he felt for that energy, he could not determine anything.

      And his father simply watched, saying nothing. Finally, when he spoke, it was not what Ty wanted to hear.

      “I kept tabs on you, all this time,” he said.

      “How?”

      There were plenty of possibilities that came to mind, but they were all possibilities that his mother had been connected to before, not his father. Bingham might have shared something, but if that had happened, Ty would be even more disappointed with Bingham than he had been. Maeve was a possibility, but when he had last seen her, he suspected that she would have shared had she known about his parents. That left Maggie, and given her travels, it was the most likely answer.

      “I can imagine what you’re thinking,” his father said.

      Ty stiffened. “You have no idea what I’m thinking. You don’t even know me anymore. How can you know what I’m thinking?”

      “I suppose that’s true.” He motioned for him to sit, and he followed him to the other side of the lava pool, taking a seat across from the flames bubbling up from deep within it. He had a feeling that this came from the lava flow, though it pooled somewhere, before disappearing, though he didn’t know the source of it entirely. “Take a seat, Tydornen.”

      “I’m not so sure that I want to take a seat,” he said.

      “Please.”

      He looked over to his brother then held Zara’s gaze for just a moment as she continued to smooth Albion’s hair, before turning his attention back to his father. “I think I’m going to stand,” Ty said.

      “Are you afraid of me?”

      Ty sniffed. “I’m not afraid, but I don’t know you, either.”

      His father glanced behind him, and Ty turned. He could tell they were Tecal, or at the least, had a connection to dragons, whether they considered it Tecal or not. “I can see the question in your eyes,” his father said.

      Ty frowned, turning to his father. “The question in my eyes is how you could even be here. And with them.”

      “Do you even know what they are?”

      “Tecal,” Ty said quickly. “At least, they would be if they serve the king. I don’t know what they want to call themselves. Perhaps dragon bonded, or something along those lines.”

      His father breathed out slowly. “I knew your brother had a connection to the dragon remnants when he was younger. He developed that early on. I thought that he might become a Dragon Touched.”

      Ty looked over to him. “I didn’t know until recently.”

      “It was obvious when he was young. There are certain distinct features. It’s what the king looks for, after all. But I thought that he could serve a greater purpose.”

      “You wanted him to serve the Flame.”

      “Yes.”

      “You encouraged that connection to the Flame,” Ty said. He remembered the times that their father had guided them up to the peak of Ishantil, where they would sit at the lava lake, watching the flow of flame. Having spoken to his brother and having heard the way that their father had pushed Albion, Ty couldn’t help but wonder if his father would admit his role in guiding him toward the Flame. Would his father acknowledge that he had been looking for the Manifestation of the Flame? And if so, would he acknowledge a greater truth, one that Ty thought impossible, but perhaps one that Albion had been right about?

      Ty turned to his father, shaking his head. “Why?”

      “My connection to the Flame is different than his,” he went on, shifting so that he could look at Ty and Albion. “As I tried to introduce him to that understanding, he began to take on a bit of the fanaticism of the Priests of the Flame.”

      “Fanaticism?” Ty shook his head. “He came to celebrate the Flame. Given his connection to the dragon relics and everything that he’s been able to do, you wouldn’t be surprised by that.”

      At the same time, would he had developed the same fanaticism had he uncovered his connection earlier? He looked over to Albion, wondering. If Albion had known about his connection to the dragon remnants, and if he had known that he had the potential to be a Dragon Touched, would he have devoted himself to the Flame, or would he have gone to the capital, and served as a Dragon Touched?

      Ty had never felt that same connection. He had never felt the bond of the Flame and had even questioned whether the Flame was anything he should celebrate. It wasn’t until he had started to connect to the dragons, until he had known that power, that he had begun to feel that maybe there was something more to it. Ever since his parents disappeared, Ty had blamed Albion for not returning, for maintaining his devotion to the Flame, and even after he had returned, Ty had allowed himself to hold onto that anger, but it was misplaced. He could see that now. It was not Albion’s fault.

      He had been pushed toward it.

      His father shot Ty a hard look. “What is it?”

      “It’s just me finally understanding my brother in a way that I hadn’t before.”

      “You grew up with him. I would’ve expected that you would have understood him long before now.”

      “Just because I grew up with him doesn’t mean I actually came to know him.” Ty focused on the feeling of the dragon deep within him. He could feel that burning, and though it was there, it stayed tightly bound within him, a fluttering sensation. “If you knew he was connected to the dragons long before, then you could have helped, but instead, you kept that from me.”

      “We had our reasons for keeping things from you, Ty. Your mother always wanted us to do so.”

      Ty sniffed, looking over to Albion. His father was going to blame his mother for this, as well?

      When was he going to admit the truth? When was he going to find out what he wanted to know about his mother? When would he have the chance to learn what he needed?

      “When did you learn that you had a connection to dragons?” his father asked, his voice soft.

      Ty shook away those other thoughts and turned to him. “Not long ago,” he said.

      Albion started to get up, and he looked over to Ty, then their father, his eyes widening slightly. There was a hint of heat in his gaze. How would Albion react?

      Albion had known that their parents were still out there, and he had also known that his father searched for the Manifestation of the Flame, and Albion had suspected that it had been on behalf of their mother.

      And now Albion chased his own Manifestation, for his own reasons.

      “Were you chasing the Manifestation of the Flame like he was?” Ty finally asked.

      His father took a deep breath. He turned to Ty. “He told you that?”

      “He told me. He told me why.”

      His father frowned, and this time, when he looked at Zara, there was a different expression’s eyes. It was almost as if he recognized something that he had not before.

      He smiled, though it was mostly to himself. “I should have seen it before,” he said, his voice a whisper. “I don’t know why I did not.”

      “Probably because you didn’t pay any attention to anything but your own needs,” Ty said.

      His father glanced over to him, and there was a sadness in his eyes. “You can believe what you must, but I did what I had to do for her.”

      “Then it’s true,” Ty said. “What Albion told me. You have been chasing the Manifestation of the Flame for the same reason that he has.”

      His father turned back to him, and when he did, he regarded Ty for a long moment. “We didn’t know how to tell you.”

      Ty snorted. “You didn’t? And so you just chose not to tell me?”

      “Like I said, we didn’t know how to tell you.”

      “Which part? That mother was sick and dying, or that you had to go after her because you believed that you could find this Manifestation of the Flame?”

      “We did not tell you that your mother was a dragon.”

      Ty let out a long sigh, frustration threatening to overwhelm him. As it did, he could feel the stirring of the smoke dragon within him, and the burning of Ishantil, both ready for his call. But he didn’t call upon either of them. He wasn’t going to do that now.

      “So where is she? Where is my mother? I assume you’ve been with her this entire time, running from temple to temple, trying to find places to connect to the Flame so that she can recover.”

      His father frowned, glanced over to Albion, and shook his head. “I thought you knew. I thought that’s why you came here. Your mother is gone, Ty.”
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      Ty stood watching his father, not quite certain what to do or say. The heat around him persisted, and as it did, Ty felt the fluttering deep within his belly, a fluttering that suggested to him that it came from the smoke dragon that lingered within him. Perhaps Ishantil, though that usually came as heat to him. They both were there, both of them pressing through him, as if both of the dragons wanted to offer him some measure of reassurance. Ty wasn’t sure how they could.

      The others around him were little more than shadows, and though Ty was aware of them, he did not pay any attention to them. Even Zara and Albion were little more than vague shadows near him.

      Ty stared at his father. His mother was gone.

      Ty had lived the last few years thinking that it was likely, and that his mother would have returned to him if she had been able to. In that time, he had remained hopeful, optimistic that he would eventually find her again. There was always a part of him that questioned whether that was misplaced optimism, but he had not allowed himself to give up hope of finding her.

      Until now.

      Tears welled up in his eyes, and Ty could do nothing but blink them away.

      “You need to say something,” his father said.

      Ty took a deep breath, and rather than staring at his father, someone who had left him alone, parentless, almost without his entire family given that Albion had gone off on his own pursuit of the Manifestation of the Flame, he didn’t know what to say.

      “Why did you keep this from me?”

      His father coughed, clearing his throat, and looked over to him. “We’d been looking for a way to save her. I had been convinced that I could find the Manifestation of the Flame. I knew that if I could—”

      “What will it do?” Ty turned back to him, anger bubbling up, anger that he had bottled up for so long, and had allowed himself to ignore, coming to the surface. “If she’s gone, don’t you think I deserve to know? What will finding the Manifestation of the Flame do for her now?” It would help Zara. Ty knew that, but even knowing that, he couldn’t calm himself. He didn’t want to calm himself, either. His father deserved his anger. Ty deserved his anger.

      “She wasn’t the only one to suffer,” his father said. “There were others like her.” He looked over to Zara. “It shouldn’t surprise me that your brother would find another. He was always so much like me.”

      Even those words hurt. Albion was like his father. The father that still lived. The father that had abandoned Ty while going off and pursuing his own needs, leaving Ty behind. And Ty had been like their mother. The mother who was now dead and gone.

      The mother who had been a dragon.

      “Do you understand what happened to them?” his father prodded, and there was a gentleness to it, though Ty didn’t want any gentleness from him.

      “Zara called it a curse.”

      His father breathed out heavily. “A curse. Perhaps that is all it is. Little more than a curse. Lothinal has long feared the Flame.”

      Ty jerked his head around. “This is about Lothinal?”

      “It’s about Lothinal, and what they fear. They fear it because they don’t understand it. They fear it because they cannot understand it. And they fear it because they cannot control it.”

      Ty glanced over to where Albion sat with Zara. “Lothinal can use the Flame. At least, they can use one aspect of it. They have Dragon Touched among them.”

      “Oh, I’m certain that they do. And probably those who you call dragon bonded.”

      “Tecal,” Ty said.

      His father nodded. “Or Tecal. But they still fear it. They use it because it’s a necessity in order to overpower our people, but they do not care for it. A necessary evil, in their minds.”

      All of this was Lothinal? Perhaps the fighting had been older than he had known.

      “Why?”

      “They were enemies. They’ve been enemies. It’s been a war stretching back for generations. Generations upon generations. Those who are involved in it don’t even know the full details of what took place all those years ago. Your mother certainly didn’t. They only know that they can no longer find their definitive form.”

      “What about the other dragons?”

      The stunted dragons had been the only dragons Ty had known about up until recently. And yet, those stunted dragons were nothing compared to what he had seen from Zara, or even from the Tecal. The dragons that the Tecal bonded with were strangely powerful, unlike the twisted and stunted dragons the king had.

      “They’ve grown weaker over time. They need help in order for them to maintain any manifestation.”

      “And the dragons of the kingdom?”

      “When they hatch, they do so poorly. They barely survive, barely becoming much of anything. That is because of how Lothinal continues their influence. They have a darkness, and a dark power, and they use that to influence our people. They have always wanted to use that to overpower the kingdom and to destroy it.”

      Which meant that they had been active within the kingdom far longer than Ty had known. Had the king known that truth? Perhaps he knew some aspect of it and used the Tecal and the Dragon Touched in order to try to defend his dragons, and his people, but it was not enough.

      Perhaps it couldn’t be enough.

      “How do they do it?”

      His father shook his head. “The power they possess is a closely guarded secret. There have been many who have gone to Lothinal, attempting to understand that power, thinking that they could learn a way to counter it.”

      He glanced behind him, looking at several of the other Tecal who were there. Even without focusing on the smoke dragon, Ty could feel the faint tracing of power coming off of them. It was subtle. When it came to that kind of power, Ty wondered if it was supposed to be subtle or if they lacked power. But even feeling that, he couldn’t help but question if perhaps there was something more than what he detected.

      “We’ve tried,” his father said. “Those of us who have chosen to protect the Flame have done so because it is necessity. The priests cannot, or will not, or perhaps feared to do so, but there are those of us who have taken a different tactic.”

      Ty watched his father. “If you have been involved with the Flame, why have I not seen any evidence of it before now?”

      “Are you sure you haven’t?”

      Ty shrugged. “I would’ve noticed something. Lothinal has been active within the kingdom for some time.”

      “They have.”

      “And they targeted Ishantil.”

      His father nodded again. “They did, and Ishantil was saved, was it not?”

      Ty looked over to Albion. “But Albion, and the priests, were the ones who defended it.”

      “Were they?”

      Ty looked down at his brother. Was it just them, or was there something else? “So your people have been active. How is it that you found us here?”

      “You aren’t hard to find, Ty. But it wasn’t that we were looking for you. We’ve been following Lothinal. And then we found the energy, and the attack, from Lothinal.”

      “So you’ve been tracking them here?”

      “It’s not surprising that they would choose temples to target. It fits with their approach, especially lately. They have been targeting the Flame, thinking that they can destroy it, but they cannot. The Flame will live on.”

      Ty wasn’t sure if that was true or not. He didn’t know if the Flame could be destroyed. Having been near Ishantil when it had been targeted, having felt that strange energy when they had focused their attention there, Ty wondered if perhaps his father was wrong. What if they could target the Flame and destroy it?

      He looked over to his brother. Albion was still staring with a vague expression on his face. “Why did you harm him?”

      “We didn’t recognize him. And we have been targeted by those like her before.”

      “Like Zara? You think they would use a dragon against your people?”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time,” his father said.

      Ty frowned, staring at Zara. What would it take for one of her people to betray the rest? Fear, he knew. If they were afraid, and if they believed that they might be saved, they might be convinced to work against their people.

      “Now that we’re here, what do you plan to do?”

      “The better question is what do you plan to do, Ty?”

      Ty sighed. “I came here because I wanted to help Zara. That’s the entire reason that we’re here. It’s not the reason we left Zarinth. We left because we were following Lothinal. There’s a man by the name of Roson James who I’ve been following.”

      “A dangerous man,” his father said.

      “You know him?”

      “Only by reputation.”

      It was the same way Bingham had known of Roson James when Ty had first encountered him. Reputation. And when it came to Roson James, that reputation was more than enough to leave most people worried about what he might do. Ty wondered just what it was that Roson had done. He had heard rumors, nothing more than that, sort of how he had heard rumors about his brother as the Dragon Thief. How much of those rumors were real, and how much of those rumors were stories meant to scare?

      “You still haven’t answered my question.”

      “You want to know about the Manifestation of the Flame.”

      Ty glanced over to Albion.

      His father motioned for him to follow, and they made their way over to the small pool of lava. It was nothing like the lava lake, other than the heat that radiated off of it. There was that sense of energy, but none of the same of vibrancy, power, and heat that flooded off of the lava lake. As he stood before it, Ty did feel Ishantil burning within him, as if Ishantil were wanting to make his presence known. Hers? Ty didn’t have a sense of whether Ishantil was male or female. With the smoke dragon, for whatever reason, Ty thought that he was a he.

      “The priests have always been right about one thing,” his father said. “It’s obvious when you live in Zarinth and are willing to make the journey up to Ishantil. You can feel the power of the Flame. That power can be overwhelming, and for those who fear the Flame, and fear what it means for them, it can leave them feeling as if they are a small part of something. The priests have long believed in something else. They take after those who came before them, the ancients who built the temples, much like the one that is near here. Those temples provide a way of detecting the power that exists within the Flame.” He glanced over to Ty, and he had a hint of a smile on his face as he did. “As I’m sure you can feel, there is power even here.”

      Ty could feel that trembling of energy, but he didn’t like the implication that it meant that he was somehow connected to the Flame. But he was, wasn’t he? Isn’t that what it meant for him to have that feeling of the Flame flowing through him? He was somehow bonded to it. It was subtle, and occasionally powerful, but he had that sensation.

      “You still aren’t answering any questions.”

      “I’m getting there,” his father said. “Your brother, as a priest, likely views the Manifestation of the Flame in ways that are different than what those of us who protected the Flame do.” He glanced over to Zara, who had sat up, so that she could be listening to Ty’s father.

      “I’m sure she has told you that there is a greater connection in the world. You may call it the Flame, or you may call it something else, but it fills us all.”

      “All of us?”

      “As the priests like to say, fire is life. And it is. That was the original purpose behind the temples. They celebrated fire, the Flame, but not because of the power within it, not because they believed it some god, but they celebrated it because it was life.”

      “And then what happened?”

      His father looked over, frowning at him. “You don’t think that’s enough?”

      Ty shrugged. “I don’t know if it is or not. Fire is life. I don’t disagree. But many things are life. Wind. Food. Water. All of that is life.”

      “But the heat within you. That is life.” He looked to Ty. “And the thing that holds it together is what some have viewed as the Flame. Some can touch that power more easily than others. Dragons are naturally born to it. The Dragon Touched as well. The Tecal, or dragon bonded, such as it were. And there are others. There was a time when those without a connection to any of those powers were able to reach into the Flame and control it. They could command. And the most powerful was called the Manifestation of the Flame.”

      Ty frowned and looked over. “And what does this have to do with the dragons?”

      “Oh, more than you could realize. Your brother, along with the priests, believe that the Manifestation of the Flame is some religious figure. They would celebrate that person, or persons, as I doubt there is only one singular person who can reach into that Flame in that way. But something has changed. Perhaps it’s Lothinal, or perhaps it’s simply a matter of time shifting the way that people can tap into the power of the Flame. Whatever it is, it has made it so that those who once had that power, no longer do.” He looked over and held Ty’s gaze. “As to what it means for the dragons, that is a very different question.” He turned so that he could look at Zara. She remained quiet, though Ty could tell that she was listening. He wasn’t sure if his brother was listening as well, but he suspected that he was. “If we believe that what has happened to the dragons, the curse that has befallen them, is tied to what Lothinal did, then we must also believe that it can be lifted. And we do. It will just take the right touch. It will take someone who can manipulate the Flame from a very different aspect.”

      “Or it would take a dragon,” Ty said.

      “Perhaps that,” he said. “But perhaps the dragon could be the Manifestation of the Flame.” His father frowned. “The priests certainly wouldn’t look in that direction, as they wouldn’t know that such a thing was possible. They would look to the Dragon Touched, and among their own ranks, as they have long taken those who had that potential into their ranks. The king likely has looked there as well, as the rumors of the Manifestation of the Flame exist not only within the church, but beyond. The king would also understand the potential of the Tecal.”

      “Does the king know about dragons?”

      “Probably not,” he said. “If he did, we would have seen evidence to that by now.”

      “Assuming that you find this Manifestation of the Flame,” Ty said, glancing over to his brother. Ty realized that it might not be the worst thing for him to actually be the Manifestation of the Flame as it didn’t mean that he was some religious figure for the church if he were. “What happens then? You’re chasing power for a different reason. You’re looking after something because you believe there is something.”

      “Has she told you about what happens when they find the Flame?”

      Ty shrugged. “No.”

      “Dragons can’t die, not really. It’s one of the things that is the most amazing about them, though to be honest, there are many amazing things when it comes to the dragons. But because they can’t die, they are returned to the Flame. That is the key to all of this.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Your mother is gone, Ty, but she’s not really gone. She has simply placed her essence into a vessel and is waiting to be released once more.”

      Ty smirked, realizing that for all his talk, his father was every bit as spiritual as Albion. Albion couched it in terms of his service to the priesthood, whereas his father spoke in very different terms, but ultimately they intended the same purpose.

      “Have you ever wondered why your mother loved dragon relics?”

      Ty stiffened. It was a question that Albion had asked him, and one Ty had never answered to his satisfaction. Any time they had begun to talk about it, they were interrupted, and Albion had not had the opportunity to tell him anything more.

      “Why?”

      His father looked around for a moment, before his gaze settled once more on Ty. “Most people simply believe that the ancient obsidian masons were far more skilled than those we have today, but it’s not for lack of trying. And perhaps it is simply because of their connection to the Flame, though even that is unlikely to be the case. No, the real reason is different.”

      “What reason is that?” The obsidian relics were valuable. The king collected them for their value, and likely more than that, though.

      “The dragons, like your mother, and like your brother’s wife, ultimately reach the end of their life. It’s part of the curse. They lose power, and unless they have an endless supply of potential, a connection to the Flame, eventually they cannot live.”

      That was what Zara had made clear, though Ty wasn’t sure how, or what it meant.

      “What happens to them? Are you saying they somehow use those obsidian sculptures in some way? I don’t understand.”

      Could she have left something for them to find?

      Not herself, though. She had given the sculptures to Maeve for safekeeping.

      Did it matter that they were as small as they were?

      Perhaps they had given too much of themselves before they had taken on that form. Or perhaps…

      He shook his head. He didn’t really know and speculating certainly didn’t provide him with any answers.

      “It’s not that they use them. They become them.” His father looked over, and Ty followed the direction of his gaze, and noticed a pair of obsidian sculptures resting in the corner of the chamber. They were intricately designed, like all that he had ever found, and highly detailed so that they looked like a dragon. Their wings and faces were incredibly clear.

      “When dragons like your mother reach the end of their life, they leave their essence. That is the form that it takes on. It solidifies and becomes that.” His father turned, and he looked over to them. “Some are larger than others. The size depends upon how much of a connection to the Flame they have remaining when they leave their essence. But ultimately, all of them must depart if they were to have a chance of rebirth. If they burn all the way out, without leaving their essence, they cannot return.”

      Ty looked over. “Is that her?”

      His father shook his head. “No. It’s not her. When she went away, I thought she found something, perhaps a new connection to the Flame, but I lost her. I don’t know where she went or if she left her essence behind at all.”

      “If you don’t know where she left, how can you know?”

      “Because she knew she only had a short time remaining, Ty. She was sick, but it wasn’t a sickness that could be healed. She was sick because she could no longer absorb the potential she needed. When she left, she thought she had a few months at most. I thought to make sure to help her, to get her back, but she never returned.”

      Ty tore his gaze away. He had a hard time processing all of this. He had a hard time knowing what to believe, but he had seen Zara, and he had a connection of his own to a dragon.

      “Now I must ask you a question,” his father said. His expression hardened, and some of the warmth left his features. Ty wasn’t sure why, only that it had changed. “I saw you when you came here. We’ve been talking about the Manifestation of the Flame, because I have pursued it, but so has your brother. And I think he found it in you.”

      Not this again!

      “He said the same thing, but it’s not true. It’s a dragon. It’s Ishantil. It’s not me.”

      “There is no dragon in Ishantil, Ty.” His father smiled tightly, motioning to a pair of dragon bonded who swarmed toward him, holding Ty in place. “And we need for you to master that connection. You won’t leave until you do.”
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      Ty was alone in the small cavern. The dragon bonded connected to the stone dragon had sealed him inside. His brother and Zara had been taken somewhere else, leaving Ty alone, staring at the pool of lava, unable to do much of anything. He suspected this was their way of trying to force him to fight his way free, but all of this was preventing him from doing what he needed to do.

      He had so many questions, but they were questions that he wasn’t sure that he would get the answers to. He wanted to approach his father, to see what more he might share with him about where Ty’s mother had been when she had gone off to abandon her essence, but Ty wasn’t sure about that, either.

      And then there was Albion and Zara. Both of them had left him here without a fight. He wasn’t sure if he was angry with Albion or with Zara. Albion was an easy one to explain. Albion believed that Ty was the Manifestation of the Flame, and because of that, he believed that Ty had to find some way to connect to that power so that he could open it to the world and unleash that power outward so that he could share it with those who follow the Flame. Once he did, then Albion believed that Ty could use that to help rescue the dragons. Zara. Others of her people. Even those that had already left their essence behind.

      Even if Ty understood what was involved, he did not know if he could. He looked over to the fire burning near him. This was what his father wanted from him?

      This was what Albion wanted from him. They had grown up near Ishantil, and Ty had visited often, but it was Albion who’d brought him to the steam fields and then to here. Ty had thought that it was because he had needed to help Zara, but what if this was all some elaborate plan on Albion’s behalf to try to prove to himself that Ty was the Manifestation of the Flame?

      He shook, trying to fight through his bindings, but he could not.

      His connection to the smoke dragon didn’t work either. He tried, but every time he attempted to, the smoke dragon swirled out, wove around the fire, then lazily wafted back into him. It was almost as if the dragon wanted nothing to do with any of this.

      The dragon was a protector. And his brother and father were not going to harm him, even though they had captured him.

      His mind kept working. He thought about his mother.

      Perhaps that was what his father wanted from him, anyway. He had wanted to give Ty an opportunity to think about his mother, to think about how she had been bonded to the dragons and how she had been a dragon.

      There was no sign of it to him, though.

      But could there have been? Maeve had given him a lacquered box of the three small dragons. Why those? If they were essence, what do they represent? More questions for Maeve—if he ever managed to escape from this. But Maeve had known that something was wrong with his mother. She had alluded to it when he had visited with her.

      His mother had been sick. That part stuck in his mind more than anything else. His mother had been sick, and she had known that she wasn’t going to be able to survive. And his mother had left her essence behind.

      Not in the figurines she’d left. That wouldn’t have been her.

      Were those just other dragons?

      That his mother had left him the way she had angered him. Perhaps it shouldn’t, but it did. His mother had abandoned him. If she had known that she was sick, and if she had known that she wouldn’t be able to survive, why would she not have left word for him? Why hide that from him?

      After all the time that she’d spent with him, helping him find obsidian sculptures, teaching him how to spot a fake from the real thing, and he couldn’t even have been trusted with that simple fact?

      It was more than that, though. He couldn’t allow himself to wallow in that self-pity.

      He had been given opportunities. First with Maeve, and whatever it was that she had known, and later with Bingham. Bingham had known something, as well. He didn’t admit to it, and though that irritated Ty as well, he started to wonder if perhaps it shouldn’t.

      A sound came near him, and he looked up. Nothing came in.

      They wanted him to be the Manifestation of the Flame, but what was that?

      His father believed that it meant that he was connected to the Flame in ways that others were not. His brother believed that it was something spiritual, which Ty did not. And Zara, and perhaps other dragons, believed that the Manifestation of the Flame would be the one to end their curse. He had no idea about that, either.

      All that he knew was that he had to get free.

      They might not understand, but he had to find the Order and keep them from slaughtering more of the Tecal. His father did not care about them, but Ty did. He might not be a true Tecal yet, little more than a trainee as Bingham had taunted him, but that didn’t mean that he didn’t care about them and want them safe. He wanted to protect them as much as he could and retrieve the dragons of those he couldn’t. He had to get out of here and stop Roson James from destroying them.

      But Ty wasn’t sure that there was anything that could be done to keep that from happening. He wasn’t sure if there was anything that he could do. The only thing that he really knew was that he needed more time to understand his role.

      He stared at the flame. It seemed to have grown brighter, though perhaps that was just his imagination. Every so often, he called the smoke dragon, but it continued ignoring his summons.

      There was still the power of Ishantil. That might be what he needed.

      Essence. His mind kept drifting back to that. And as it did, he had a different thought. What if the dragon he had bonded to was his mother?

      There had been an obsidian sculpture, and that had been the key to him forming his own bond. It left him wondering if perhaps that was how a Tecal found their dragon. If so, Ty wasn’t exactly sure how they formed the bond or how they managed to escape from the statue that held them, but he believed that there had to be some way.

      He could feel the smoke dragon flowing within him.

      Every time that he began to feel that energy bubbling within him, something shifted, as if the dragon wanted to change what he could detect of it.

      Was the smoke dragon concerned about something? He pushed, and the smoke trickled out of him. It happened slowly, but as it did, the power of the smoke dragon flowed away, and from there into the ground.

      When it did, he focused on their connection.

      Surprisingly, he was aware of the heat that came out from the dragon. He was aware of the energy that flowed. He was aware of the power.

      He could use that, couldn’t he? It reminded him of the potential beneath the steam field. Was this another place of considerable potential?

      But this temple was not one formed by the priests. This temple had been here before. The priests had been the ones to abandon it. He pushed again, and the smoke flowed downward, deeper into the ground, feeling that heat and energy.

      It was hot. In the case of the steam field, there was heat and pressure. In the case of Ishantil, there was that flowing sort of heat. In this case, it was more of a crackling sort of heat.

      Fire. He had been to the steam fields, he had been here at the lava flow, and he had been to Ishantil. How many other places of the Flame were there?

      His brother referenced other temples, but were there other temples that were so close to the power of the Flame?

      The smoke dragon continued to flow, and then came back to him.

      As it did, Ty began to focus. He had to find his way out.

      “Can you carry me from here?”

      The dragon didn’t answer.

      “I know that you can fly. All of the dragons can. You just are choosing not to.” Ty didn’t know if you should be upset, irritated, or just plain mad.

      There were so many ways that the smoke dragon could help him but didn’t.

      They wouldn’t have had to fight through the Order had the smoke dragon had some way of traveling more efficiently. He wouldn’t have had to run from Lothinal. And perhaps he could’ve found Gayal, rather than wondering if she was even still alive. He didn’t know if the Order had managed to find her and the other Tecal, cutting them down. He didn’t know whether he should fear for their safety.

      He did, though. This was a place of the Flame. He was certain of it. And because of that, he had to believe that this was a place that the Order, and Lothinal, would want to destroy. Perhaps that was why his father and the Protectors of the Flame came here.

      He sat up, staring at the fire for a long moment, watching the flames as they crackled. It was the same crackling heat and energy that he could feel deep beneath the ground, but there was some other part to it that he was aware of as well. Though he could see that heat and energy, and he could feel the crackling power, he was not sure about anything else within it.

      He stared. The Flame.

      Was there another way for him to use this power?

      But as he attempted to focus on it, he could not feel any connection to it. The only thing that he felt was that pressure. Ishantil. Regardless of what his father claimed, Ishantil had to be a dragon. It had to be. It wasn’t Ty.

      Ty kicked out, wanting to get free of the bindings. “Albion!”

      He needed to get his brother to come to him. His brother should not hold him like this. His brother should want him to be free. His brother should want to help him.

      But his brother believe that he was something that he was not.

      Ty kicked again.

      “Zara!”

      There was no answer from her, either. He wasn’t sure if she was even willing to answer. He kicked the bindings. Could he burn them off? The smoke dragon might be able to break free of them, but that was assuming that the smoke dragon would want to break free of them. So far, it seemed almost like the smoke dragon was content in staying here, lingering for now. It didn’t care about his confinement.

      “I’m not going to help you the next time, either” he said.

      He sat up, staring at the fire. He had to get close. With the bindings, he wasn’t able to. They wanted him to be the Manifestation of the Flame.

      If he could somehow summon flame, maybe he could use that.

      Why couldn’t the smoke dragon summon that flame?

      He felt for the smoke dragon, and then felt the separation point within him, and forced the smoke dragon out of him. The smoke dragon lazily wafting upward. He saw face, wings, and possibly even a tail, but he was not certain about the latter. “Connect me to the flame.”

      The smoke dragon regarded him. There were times when he felt as if the smoke dragon was far more conscious than other times, and this was one of them. He felt as if the smoke dragon were watching, as if he understood.

      Ty let that power fill him.

      As he did, that smoke flowed, creating a conduit between the flame. It seemed to be drawn toward it. At first, Ty thought that it would burn, but rather than burning, it simply flowed into him.

      It struck the bindings, and then with a soft sizzling, they burned away.

      He reached for his legs and continued to hold onto that connection between he and the flame, the connection formed by the smoke dragon, and it burned away those bindings as well.

      Ty got to his feet, looking around. He could feel the power in this chamber. It was a power that overwhelmed him, power that radiated outward, and power that was bonded to this space.

      The power of the flame. It crackled within him, coming through him, and outward.

      That was what he had to focus on.

      He held it within him for just a moment, before releasing it.

      He looked over to the wall, where his father had left him with the dragon bonded connected to the stone dragon, but there was no sign of them. The wall remained smooth and intact, as if they had completely sealed off, walling him inside.

      Without the stone dragon, Ty would have no way of escaping.

      That wasn’t the source of the trembling.

      He thought that maybe the trembling came from inside him. Ishantil had certainly trembled within him before, and he had felt that when Ishantil had wanted to guide him, helping him figure out where to find Roson James and how to stop him, but this was different. This was the cavern trembling, but it was a different kind of trembling than what he expected.

      He looked around the inside of the small chamber, his gaze sweeping around everything, but he could see nothing, nothing other than the trembling, nothing other than the energy that was here, and nothing other than the knowledge that he would have to figure out where that trembling came from before he was captured—again.

      Ty focused on the smoke dragon. He called the power back into his. It happened slowly, and then, he focused on it. There was a connection to the dragon.

      Then the lava started to part.

      He expected some massive head, similar to the dragon that he had seen with in Ishantil, but what emerged was a small shape, little larger than him.

      As he studied it, there was a part of Ty that wondered if that dragon was real, but it looked real to him. It seemed real. It had a long head, flaming eyes, and fiery wings. In that, it reminded him of Zara.

      Then it flickered, disappearing into nothingness.

      In that moment, that dragon had reminded him of what he had seen in Ishantil.

      Ty had called upon the power of the flame, using the smoke dragon to do so. Shouldn’t it be the same sort of thing? Didn’t that mean that it was a dragon much like he had bonded to in Ishantil?

      Unless it wasn’t a dragon. Unless he had not bonded to one.

      Unless that had been nothing more than a brief illusion.

      He stared. Potential. That was what had to be. This was potential, much like Ishantil’s potential, much like the steam fields were potential.

      That was what Zara had called it.

      And what was that kind of potential?

      It could be dragons. It could be Dragon Touched. It could be Tecal.

      All of that was the kind of potential that existed. Perhaps that was what Zara had meant when she referred to the potential of the place. And if that were the case, then perhaps he had been wrong all along.

      He searched inwardly, and though he could feel the burning that he attributed to Ishantil, he was less and less certain that it represented a dragon. What if it was not? What did it mean for him?

      Perhaps nothing. Perhaps all it meant was that he really was the Manifestation of the Flame, for all that might mean. If it meant that he could help Zara, perhaps save his mother, and other the dragons, then shouldn’t he be thrilled by that prospect?

      He would have to learn what it meant, and he would have to try to understand it better, but for now, he had to get out of here. Regardless of what his father and brother intended for him, Ty understood the dangers of lingering here too long. Lothinal would not stop.

      He focused on the smoke dragon. That had been the conduit for him to connect to the fire, the steam, the lava. Now it would be a conduit for him to escape.

      He pushed the power of the smoke dragon outward. The dragon swirled around him, its form taking greater shape the longer that he felt it, and Ty suspected that he could find something within that to help him.

      “You’ve been protecting me, now I need you to guide me.” He looked up at the top of the chamber. There was a narrow opening, and it spiraled upward, leading outward. The fire left a trail of smoke drifting toward that opening, keeping the air of the cavern clear. That would be Ty’s way out. From there, he could decide what else he needed to do. Go after Albion and Zara, perhaps. Deal with his father. Eventually find his mother.

      But over all of that was a desire to stop Lothinal. They were behind everything.

      The smoke dragon coalesced, and it seemed as if he approved.

      “Guide me.”

      With that, the smoke engulfed him, and Ty was lifted into the air.
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      Ty sat outside of the rock, the smoke swirling around him. The burning from Ishantil—or the Flame, if Father and Albion were to be believed—had stayed more active ever since he had escaped from the cavern, reacting to his need to defend something. He looked up at the sky, staring at the sun, and wondered if he should wait, or if he should get going.

      It was long past time for him to get moving. They had come here for a specific purpose, but now that he was here, he no longer knew if that purpose was what he had believed, or if perhaps Albion and Zara had guided him here for another reason. Had known that their father was here? If so, Ty had been used again.

      Still, he had felt the presence of Lothinal. He had stopped an attack. They were after places that were filled with the power of the Flame and had destroyed those that were. Ty felt as if he had to do more.

      But he wasn’t sure what else he had to do and wasn’t sure what else he could do.

      All he knew was that he still didn’t have answers. Instead, all he had were more questions.

      He felt a distant sort of pressure. Lothinal. He suspected they were still out there.

      If the Protectors of the Flame were there, they wouldn’t fear Lothinal. There would be no reason for them to. They were skilled at dealing with the Lothinal threat. At least, that was what his father had claimed, and Ty felt like that was what he wanted them to believe.

      It still irritated him.

      He started moving, climbing up the rocks.

      He hadn’t gone very long when he heard a voice behind him.

      Ty spun, reaching for the dragon-bone dagger.

      Zara was there. “How did you get out?”

      Ty glared at her. “That’s your first question?”

      “I’m sorry,” Zara said. “All of this…” She looked behind her, and then up the slope. “Your brother has gone with your father and the others. They went to investigate the temple. Your father came here following Lothinal, and they had feared that they were already too late, that Lothinal had already made their move on the temple, much like what they did in the steam fields. They’re worried that if they don’t react in time, that they will continue to target other temples.”

      “We have no evidence Lothinal is still here,” he said.

      Ty had already defeated three of the Order and didn’t think that there were any others that were still here, still active, though perhaps he was wrong.

      “Other than what we have felt from them,” she said. “We know they are still out there, and that they have not finished with whatever they intend.”

      “And we still haven’t seen Roson James,” he said.

      That was how this all had begun. Roson James had headed out, targeting the Tecal, targeting dragons, and they had followed him. Perhaps what he needed to do was to find a way to draw Roson James in, rather than to run from him.

      “You have every right to be angry with him,” Zara said. “I haven’t said that to you yet, but it’s true. He was speaking to Albion after they left you there, and your brother… Well, he’s so fixated on the Manifestation of the Flame that he thinks that the ends justify the means of what your father is doing.”

      “And you don’t?”

      Zara looked over to him, holding his gaze. “I don’t know if you are the Manifestation of the Flame. What I know is that you have done things I have not seen others be able to do. Not other dragons. Not other Dragon Touched. Not other Tecal. So I don’t know. Perhaps it is as simple as what you said, and that you have connected to both the smoke dragon and the dragon within Ishantil—”

      “He says there is no dragon in Ishantil.”

      “And you believe him?”

      “Given everything that I’ve gone through, I’m finding it a little bit hard to trust anybody these days. It doesn’t matter that it’s my father, or my brother, or anyone. It’s just difficult.”

      “If it’s not a dragon in Ishantil, then what do you think it is?”

      Ty sighed. “There was no doubt in my mind that there was a dragon there. I saw the face. The other Tecal that were there saw the face. They saw the dragon. And the dragons that were with me, with us, protected that.”

      “Is it possible that what you saw was the Flame?” She asked. “Or something along that line?”

      Ty didn’t know. And he hated the hope in her eyes. If he was not this manifestation of the Flame, and if he was not what she hoped him to be, she would not survive.

      He was all too aware of that.

      And he had come to like Zara. She claimed she wasn’t a fighter, but he had seen her fight. She was kind, warm, and a little scared when it came to her fate, but that was understandable. It was all too easy for him to understand why Albion was drawn to her. If Ty had seen her, met her, and come to know her the way that Albion had, it was possible that he would have been drawn to somebody like her as well.

      “I suppose it’s possible. When I feel what I call Ishantil, it’s a burning deep within me.”

      “I feel that as well,” she said.

      “But I don’t know.” He looked up, holding her gaze. “I want to know. I would love it if that was all this was. If I could latch onto this power, and I could save you. If I could save my mother.” Ty thought of all of the other dragon sculptures, all of them hoping for a connection to the Flame so that they could be restored. “I could save all of them,” he added. “Your people.”

      “They would be your people, as well,” she said. “This is your mother, after all.”

      Ty sighed. “I suppose you’re right. What does that mean for me?”

      “It means whatever it means,” Zara said. She held her hand out, and Ty took it. “I’m sure they could use your help in the temple.”

      “I’m not so sure they want my help,” he said.

      “You might be surprised. I don’t think your father knows what to make of you and your brother. He tried to protect both of you, partly because I think he wasn’t ready to lose her.” She smiled sadly. How would Albion handle that? “They need you. Whatever potential you have, they need it. Use your dragons or be the Manifestation of the Flame. Whatever it is, they need it.”

      He followed her, heading up the rocky mountainside. There was a comfortable silence between the two of them. She was glowing more brightly than she had been throughout their entire trip. Ty found it quite amazing.

      “Will it hurt when you leave your essence behind?”

      Zara shook her head. “My family always spoke of it as returning to the Flame. It’s a natural part of a dragon’s life, but it’s not part that we pursue. We are forced.”

      “And then what?”

      “And then…” She shrugged. “I don’t think anybody knows. We talk about it. We can feel the heat and warmth of the Flame, and we know that it wants to welcome us, but if there’s anything beyond that, if there’s anything more than that, we don’t really know what it is.”

      “Like death.”

      She nodded. “Like death. I’m sure the priests have their own belief about what happens after you leave this world, but none can know.”

      “I wish I would’ve been there when my mother left,” he said. “All I can think about is that she was alone. That no one had been there for her.”

      “If she was chasing the Flame, chasing a way to her own safety, then she may have wanted to be alone. Some dragons are like that.”

      “But she was collecting dragon relics. That’s what she always had done. I don’t know why, but it was important to her.”

      “Perhaps because she wanted to protect them.”

      “The king protects them as well,” Ty said. “He collects them.”

      Maybe the king knew the truth about the obsidian sculptures, or perhaps he simply valued them. Whatever it was, if he ever had a chance to meet the king, it was a question he would ask of him.

      She nodded. “We know. It’s possible that he sees them as just valuable, or perhaps it’s that he can feel the heat from them. The Dragon Touched recognize the power of those relics.”

      Maybe that was all it was. And if so, he couldn’t help but wonder if that was what he had detected.

      They reached the peak of the mountain, and from there, Ty caught the first glimpse of the temple. It was built into the side of the mountain, carved out of the mountain itself, and there was a faint glowing from two of the arched windows set into the stone. A door was open. But he saw no sign of his father or his brother.

      “Where would they have gone?”

      “Inside,” Zara said. “This is where we were trying to reach when we were captured.”

      “You’re far kinder about it than I would’ve been,” he said.

      She glanced over, and she smiled tightly. “Should I be upset about something that I cannot control any longer?”

      “I don’t know, what would happen if they would force you to use off the rest of your power?”

      “Then I would burn out,” she said. “I would be no longer. I would have no essence to leave behind.”

      “And what if they forced you to leave your essence?”

      “Then I would take on my true shape. And I would be left behind.”

      Ty moved with her, hurrying toward the temple. As he approached, he detected something else. At first, Ty saw that it was a strange trembling that came from the stone dragon that was connected to the dragon bonded with his father, or perhaps one of the other dragons. That sensation passed, and it left him with nothing more.

      He looked over to Zara, and her wings flared more brightly, spreading out and around her, as if she were aware of what had happened. Could she feel it the way that he did?

      “You know what’s here, don’t you?”

      “I can feel something,” she agreed.

      “We need to be careful. I don’t know if this is Lothinal or if it’s something else. And if it is Lothinal, then it might be Roson James.”

      If it were, Ty wasn’t sure what he was going to do. Stop him, somehow. But how was he going to stop him fully? It seemed almost impossible. There were so many of the Order chasing them. Ty didn’t know how many of the Order came from the Dragon Touched that had been corrupted by Roson James, and how many had come from Lothinal, brought with Roson James as he had begun his betrayal of the kingdom. Regardless of either answer, the energy that he felt was considerable.

      “You can do this.”

      “Is it me, or is it the dragons?”

      Zara smiled. “Are they any different?”

      “You don’t have to stay here,” he said. “I know that you don’t like to fight.”

      “Albion is in there,” she said.

      It wasn’t just Albion. It was his father. It was the others of the Protectors of the Flame. Ty had no allegiance to them, but that didn’t matter. At this point, all that mattered was that he needed to stop Lothinal.

      He had no idea if he was the Manifestation, or if he could ever even become that. But what he did know was that he wanted to help stop those that had harmed the kingdom. He would do whatever it took to protect the dragons.

      And then he could get the answers he wanted.

      They reached the path leading up to the temple. Ty could feel the strange dark energy that was typical for Lothinal magic. His father had said that they didn’t understand Lothinal magic, and they didn’t know how they were able to use that power, but whatever it was, it was some twisted and unnatural.

      It resembled that of shadow dragons, but it also carried with it a cold, almost painful sensation. It was almost as if it were the antithesis to the Flame.

      Zara stayed behind him.

      Ty focused on smoke dragon, letting that power flow through him, readying his own defenses. He wasn’t sure if he could get the smoke dragon to fight again, but at least he could rely on it trying to protect him from harm.

      But Ishantil—whether the dragon or simply the Flame—was there. There was a burning. He focused on that energy, and it flared to life within him. It burned as it rose up and filled him with power.

      He strode forward. Zara stayed with him.

      “Do you know when you use it like that?” she asked him.

      “I am using it intentionally now,” he said. “I have begun to understand the connection a little bit better.” He glanced over, and she was glowing. Was he adding something to her, as well? He didn’t know. “This journey gave me that opportunity. To be honest, I wasn’t sure how to control it, and I’m still not entirely sure what I’m doing with it. The Tecal can use it, can control it, and can even command it in ways that I cannot.” He shrugged. “But maybe it doesn’t matter. I’ve been thinking about it, trying to determine if there is anything about that power that makes a difference, but I haven’t been able to tell. All I can do is push it out as heat and fire and try to control it as much as I can.”

      The hairs on the back of his neck rose. A chill tingle rippled under his skin. Lothinal. A dark haze crept around him. He exerted, letting the power of Ishantil flow out of him, burning away the dark mist around him. And as he burned through it, as Ishantil burned through it, Ty breathed out heavily, feeling that heat, that energy, and the power of the Flame. Some part of the temple seemed to reverberate with him, as if the temple itself were pleased with what he did.

      He could feel something deep beneath him. He strode forward, and he found that the smoke dragon was guiding him. It was slow, steadily leading him, but as he followed it, he recognized what the smoke dragon wanted for him to use that connection. The inside of the temple was simple. It was flat stone, all gray, with a faint glowing that shone in the distance. Ty still hadn’t found the source of Lothinal magic, and did not know where the Order had gone, but the smoke dragon would lead him.

      He followed the dragon to a set of stairs leading down. It got brighter the further that they went. As he traveled down the stairs, Zara behind him, her wings wrapped around them defensively, Ty made his way carefully, steadily, and he continued to look around him.

      Then they reached the lower level.

      From there, everything opened up. It was massive here. The temple opened around him. Heat built in the distance. It bubbled up, a small fountain of fire, a small collection of energy that radiated from the lava that he had found in the chamber below. And it was a connection to the Flame.

      But it was limited.

      Shadows moved near him, and Ty reacted instinctively. He called upon that power, Ishantil flowing within him, bubbling up like a volcano ready to erupt, and power burst through him, washing outward, filling the area with hot radiance.

      Too late, he realized that he didn’t know whether Zara could withstand that. But the heat washed over her, not harming her in the slightest. Her wings had shifted, and he angled back, realizing that she was leading them toward a collection of people near one edge of the temple.

      The heat exploded around, fire bubbling, flames burning, and then he heard a streak. A scream. And then he felt the pressure.

      There was Lothinal near him. There was power. But Ishantil burned through it.

      The presence of the smoke dragon still pressed out from him. Ty focused on it, and as he did, he could feel the way that smoke dragon’s energy continued to drift away from him, guiding him toward the small collection of flames at the end of the chamber.

      Ty sensed through their connection. In doing so, he could feel the presence of Ishantil meeting the Flame there, and then it built, pressing inward, until he felt something deep below the earth.

      The smoke dragon guided his energy, and he let that power flow down, much like it had before. As he let his power flow from him, it swept down, deeper and deeper, the presence of Ishantil and the smoke dragon guiding him, and the power of the Flame calling him. It pushed, and there was heat and energy and then the small pool of flame erupted, shooting upward in a geyser. It shot straight up, into the stone, into the rest of the temple, and everything erupted in bright red and orange light.

      There was a gasp behind him. He looked back to see his father, his brother, and the others. But one other figure caught his attention more than any others.

      Roson James.

      He was here.

      What was he doing? What did he think that he would accomplish?

      Whatever it was, Ty would stop it.

      He was Tecal.

      He might be poorly trained, but he would fight.

      Roson James glowered at Ty. Ty charged.

      Albion started toward Ty. “I saw what you did. How can you deny—”

      “I need to stop Roson now,” Ty said.

      “He’s here?”

      How had they not seen him?

      Ty pointed at the stairs. Roson James was there and had gone up the stairs. Ty sprinted after him, nearly tripping up the stairs, but when he reached the top, Roson James was nowhere to be seen. He couldn’t have escaped. He didn’t have a connection to a dragon. He didn’t have anything but his own Lothinal magic.

      Ty focused on the smoke dragon, willing it outward. The dragon flowed out from him. Ty could feel it, and now he knew what he needed to do.

      “Guide me. I know that you don’t want to fight him, but you don’t have to. Ishantil will fight him. I will fight him. I just need you to guide me.”

      It wasn’t just protection. The dragon offered that, but the dragon offered so much more as well. Ty had come to learn that he could follow the guidance of the dragon, and he could use that guidance to help lead him where he needed to go. Where he was needed.

      The smoke swirled, and a face formed around him. Ty looked over to the dragon face, having seen it so many times now that it had begun to feel familiar.

      As that energy enveloped him, he focused on it. Then the smoke shifted, swirling around him, reminding him of how Gayal’s dragon swirled, and then it began to squeeze.

      He felt movement, not an unpleasant sense, but definitely a distinct sense of movement. They were carried up, and away, the smoke dragon chasing after Roson James with Ty in tow.

      He hoped they were fast enough. It was time to end Roson James.
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      The dragon carried him all the way back to Carn.

      Ty wasn’t sure why he was surprised that it had carried him that far, but he was. The dragon had brought him an incredible distance, and it had taken little more than what seemed like moments to him. Ty marveled at that power, but then they landed, and he did not have an opportunity to marvel any longer.

      In the distance, he saw the Dragon’s Jaw stretching out on either side of the city. There was no connection to the Flame here. Though he could feel the warm touch of the smoke dragon surrounding him, he was not aware of any connection to the Flame. It was almost as if that connection did not exist. There was only a trickle of heat within him, a hint of power, and nothing more.

      He stared. This was where Roson James had come.

      The city was quiet, though. It was late, and the sun was setting, casting shadows around the perimeter of the Dragon’s Jaw, but that shouldn’t matter. In this place, though, it seemed to him that the shifting and shimmering of the energy here did matter.

      He started forward toward the city.

      Find Roson James.

      Stop him.

      And then what?

      He didn’t know if Roson had come here to target the other Tecal, or if there had been some other reason. Could he have decided to come after the king?

      If enough of the Tecal were gone, and enough of the Dragon Touched sided with Roson, it was possible he had come for the king. Ty wasn’t even sure if there be anything that he could even do. No one even knew how to find the ghost king other than looking within the palace, but Ty didn’t know if anyone would even know what the ghost king looked like.

      In his mind, he had this mental image of the ghost king, some powerful, older man, and possibly even connected to the dragons. It was little more than his imagination, he knew.

      He focused on the smoke dragon. “Guide me.” The smoke dragon could lead him. Ty knew that he could.

      And then the rest of it would have to be up to him.

      Once he found Roson, Ty would have to take action, and he would have to fight. He didn’t know whether he could without a strong local connection back to Ishantil. Ty hoped that he could, now having a greater understanding his own powers.

      He reached the outskirts of the city.

      The streets were eerie. Empty. As he paused here, looking around, he felt a strangeness. At first, he wasn’t exactly sure what that strangeness was, only that he could feel it pressing through him, around him, an overwhelming energy that began to build, and it suggested to him that there was some sort of power here. Not Lothinal, though. He would recognize their power, and what he detected now was something vastly different.

      When a surge of heat came streaking toward him, he couldn’t react in time.

      Thankfully, the smoke dragon did. The trailing wisps of smoke streaked around him, creating a buffer around him that the flames somehow couldn’t pass through. Ty backed up, reaching the edge of the city again, standing beneath the shadowed form of the Dragon’s Jaw, the power of the city looming over him, and warning him that there was something here.

      But what was it?

      Another burst of energy came toward him.

      It was blasting quickly, the surges of power striking at him, battering him, and though Ty could feel it, he could not tell where exactly it was originating.

      Two figures dressed all in blue came toward him.

      Dragon Touched.

      He recognized the Dragon Touched, but not the men. Both of them carried dragon remnants, just like Albion the ones that had carried

      They were pointed directly at him.

      “I’m one of the Tecal,” Ty said.

      The Dragon Touched stared at him, unresponsive, then raised their dragon remnants again as heat began to build.

      The smoke dragon absorbed more magical fire, and Ty reached for the power of Ishantil. It boiled upward, and he sent the energy surging through the smoke trails that his smoke dragon had connected to the Dragon Touched of its own accord. Heat and flame slammed into them, and they were tossed back.

      These are not Dragon Touched. If they were, they would not have acted against the kingdom. These were part of the Order. They served Roson, not the king.

      Ty didn’t know whether he served the king, but he was adamant about stopping Roson James and the Order.

      The bubbling again. More power. He spun and saw three more of the Order rushing toward him. They were dressed just like the Dragon Touched. They carried long dragon-bone remnants in each hand, and power bloomed off of them, streaking toward him. Ty recognized that power, but he did not recognize any of the men.

      The smoke dragon swirled around him as it had before. How much can he absorb? He built up more of Ishantil’s power, and marched toward the Dragon Touched, whose repeated blasts were ineffective against Ty’s dragon. Once in arms’ reach, he erupted. Lava and fire engulfed the men then dissipated. They hadn’t even screamed. There wasn’t time for this. He had to find Roson James.

      “Show me where to find him,” he said, whispering to the smoke dragon.

      The dragon expanded in all directions, sweeping across the city. A moment later, the smoky haze condensed into a visible trail, leading him down the street toward a small plaza. The location had once been a market, but now it was empty. There were no signs of activity here, just abandoned carts and the empty plaza.

      What had Roson done here?

      What had the Dragon Touched done?

      He wondered if he had made a mistake not coming back here sooner. Perhaps he could have uncovered something had he ventured to the city before now, but he had not known. How could he have known?

      Ty felt heat around him and scanned the courtyard for the source, be he couldn’t find it. He focused on the smoke dragon, sending it scattering across the barren landscape. The dragon looped away, gently coating everything in smoke as it searched. It returned in a heated rush, and as soon as he did, Ty recognized the source of the power he was feeling.

      There were others around him. Quite a few of them. Probably Dragon Touched or more Order soldiers. They were converging on him from all sides. If Roson wasn’t there, this fight was going to be a huge waste of time.

      He focused on the smoke dragon, and the power expanded. It was considerable, but as the smoke dragon scouted around him, Ty became aware of the sheer number of people that were converging upon him. He wasn’t exactly sure how many were out there, but it was significantly more than he had thought.

      What if he didn’t have the strength to fight them and Roson James after?

      Ishantil.

      He focused on Ishantil. It was a simple thing for him by now. He latched onto that energy, the fire, and he let it flow through him, bubbling up slowly, suffusing him with light and heat. He freed the power, pouring it into rays of liquid fire at the approaching Dragon Touched. He spewed stream after stream of fire, burning, searing, consuming, but they just kept coming. There was always another group after he had dealt with the one before it.

      Heat sizzled around him, it crackled in the air, and there came a burst of energy, blasting through everything around him. Someone shouted, and Ty focused on it, but realized that his control over Ishantil was not enough.

      There were too many of them.

      How many of the Dragon Touched had betrayed the king?

      All of them, probably.

      When he had been in the city with Eastley before, they had talked about breaking into the Dragon Touched fortress but had never attempted to do so. Since working with Gayal and Dorian, he had been tempted to ask what it might be like if he were to go to that fortress, to try to understand what they had there, but he had never had the conversation.

      He didn’t even know how many of the Dragon Touched there were. The other Tecal had not believed that they could all betray the king, not the way that Ty had. He had seen how Roson James had used the Dragon Touched, influencing them. He had known that there was a real danger to that connection and had known that they remained a threat.

      The others did not believe. And now he was going to pay the price for it.

      Ty’s breath came in heaving gasps. He could still channel Ishantil’s power, it was still there, but it was draining him faster than it had anywhere else he had used it. He didn’t have the strength to continue the way he always had.

      The thought became clear. He didn’t have to use Ishantil to burn away everything that stood before him, he couldn’t against a numerous foe like this. And the smoke dragon was perfectly capable of guiding him out of this situation stealthily.

      He focused on the smoke dragon, calling him forth. He opened himself up to the smoke dragon. “We need to escape. Consider this your way of protecting me. If we have any pursuers, I’ll handle them. You don’t have to fight.”

      The smoke grew thicker, covering the area in a darker haze. Then the smoke wrapped around him, lifting him, and he could feel that sensation of motion as the dragon traveled him through the city. “It would be great if you could take me to Roson James,” he said. “I don’t know if you can feel where he is in the city, but I don’t want to have to fight through all of the Dragon Touched to get to him. I don’t know if I can.”

      He saw the city whiz by through the hazy shell. He could feel the smoke dragon expanding itself, searching for something. He smiled to himself; the dragon was going to help him find Roson.

      They picked up speed, flying faster and faster, until he felt where they were heading.

      He felt the energy of it.

      And he knew.

      The Hatchery.

      It wasn’t for the palace, not for the king, where he would’ve expected. It was strange to him that they would head toward the Hatchery.

      “Why here?” Ty asked.

      The smoke dragon lowered him down, drifting closer and closer to the street, eventually stopping just outside of the curved, locked doorway of the Hatchery. Behind him, he could feel the energy of the Dragon Touched. Were they still out there, still chasing, still pursuing him? Or had they abandoned him now that he had escaped their trap?

      The smoke dragon covered the doorway, and Ty felt a tug on their connection. The dragon wanted him to channel his power. It was just like Gayal had done all that time ago. As soon as he opened his power to the connection, the door began to glow and open. It had worked.

      Ty stepped forward, into the Hatchery.

      And he wasn’t alone.

      There were five others in front of him. All of them carrying the strange orbs of Lothinal, and the darkness swirling around him told him that they had activated them. These were not the Dragon Touched that had betrayed the king on behalf of Roson. These were the Order. This was Lothinal. If they were to capture him, Ty knew what would happen.

      They would separate him from the dragon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Ty grabbed for his dragon-bone dagger, and the smoke whooshed around him, forming a barrier against the darkness. Ishantil flowed from within him, filling him with raw, burning power. His dagger shone incandescent, and he remembered the way it had cleaved through the darkness in the jungle. Despite the threat to both him and his dragons, he felt calm.

      I can do this.

      The smoke dragon trailed out, showing him where to move. He followed his lead and sprinted into the group of men. Rather than throw fire, he simply held Ishantil’s power within him and hefted his dagger. Smoke curled left. He slashed through the darkness, he felt resistance, and the blade flashed blindingly bright. One of the men fell.

      He followed the smoke again, this time right. He danced to the side and thrust the dagger forward. Another flash. Another body.

      Their darkness did nothing to stop his dragon-guided and Flame-empowered strikes. It was only a matter of time until he could find Roson.

      Smoke. Thrust. Flash.

      Now there were only two more.

      But these two seemed powerful, their shadows nearly solid around them. Their globes of darkness melted and rushed toward him in an inky mass. He reversed the dagger and drove it down into the living shadows. This time, he felt resistance. The shadows held firm against the empowered dagger point. Ishantil’s power burned through his arms and released in a torrent from the dagger’s tip. The shadows disintegrated under the onslaught of light and heat.

      When the spots in his eyes cleared, the room was well-lit and there were two smoking bodies at his feet. All was quiet.

      Where’s Roson? He has to be here!

      Ty moved forward, reaching the Hatchery lawn.

      Nothing.

      There should have been dragons here, but the Order had slaughtered them, using them for their attack on the Flame. The smoke dragon had guided him to the Hatchery, but there was nothing.

      He frowned. “Why did you bring me here? Where is he?”

      Ty channeled the smoke dragon’s energy. Solid wisps of smoke snaked around the courtyard, searching, and then they all dissipated down into the earth.

      Below us!

      He felt it. There was power beneath the Hatchery. Just like the steam field, the lava flow, and even Ishantil itself.

      Could this be why the king had the Hatchery here? It was possible that the king knew about this. He collected dragon relics, and he collected dragons, so it wasn’t hard to believe that he would have known about this. Ty couldn’t tell the type of potential, but it didn’t matter. It was potential. He could use that.

      He straightened, looking around, and when he did, he realized that he wasn’t alone in the courtyard. Near the wall, he found a figure leaned up against it. Their hands and legs bound behind them, their mouth gagged. They couldn’t break free.

      Ty hadn’t seen them before.

      He reached out to free them when something wrapped around him, holding him in place.

      “You have proven far too easy,” a familiar voice said. “So easy to manipulate.”

      Roson James stood in the door leading into the main chamber of the Hatchery. He had been there all along. He must have let his men fall without intervening.

      What kind of person would do that?

      Ty knew what kind of person this was. He knew all too well.

      “All this time, and I’ve been ignoring what I needed to do. I thought your brother would be the one to help, especially given his obvious interest in the Manifestation of the Flame. I was sure that he would find what he needed. Especially as he was making a name for himself as the Dragon Thief.”

      “You have it wrong,” Ty said.

      Ty glanced back at the bound figure. Could it be Dorian? Gayal? It had to be one of the Tecal. And if they were here, they had to serve some purpose for Roson, but what was it? Ty didn’t dare let him succeed, but he wasn’t sure that there would be anything that he would be able to do to stop him.

      “I thought I had everything I needed to destroy the power, but you showed me a different way. You see, when my plan failed, you revealed something… new.” He took a step toward Ty. “You have been useful. As has your brother. I don’t think that we would’ve been able to isolate such power otherwise.”

      “Isolate it so that you can destroy it?”

      Roson took another step toward him. Ty focused on the power of Ishantil, knowing that he needed to call upon that energy so that he could push it out toward him, but he was so tired. He had already used so much of his strength.

      “Destroying it would be so simple. No. We have decided that we want something more.”

      “Revenge?”

      Roson scoffed. “Revenge is too simple.”

      “But you want to destroy the Flame.”

      Roson sneered at him. There was a darkness in his eyes, and Ty found that he hated it. “Perhaps. First, I think we need understand it. And then I can do something so different with it. You will prove essential for this. You get to be a part of it. As does one of his kind,” he sneered, motioning to the man behind him. “You should be pleased.”

      His kind.

      Terrible understanding dawned on him.

      Roson had found another dragon like Zara.

      “He hasn’t done anything to you.”

      Roson glowered at him. “Then you have not dug deep enough. They are the bane of all of us. They are the reason for all of this. But soon enough, you will see that they will be no more.”

      “Because you intend to destroy a dragon.”

      He started to laugh. “Again, you know so little. Their people destroyed my land. And now I will understand how they were joined to the Flame. Armed with that, I will join it to the power of Lothinal” He flicked his gaze past Ty. “First we will use the Manifestation of the Flame, and that will be the key to what I need.”

      The darkness squeezed tighter, crushing his chest. He couldn’t move. He could barely breathe. No. Worse. It was draining him. He felt his energy filling him up as before, but not because he had called it. The darkness called out to him and his power. It was forcing Ishantil’s power out of him.

      For as long as he had traveled with his brother and Zara, Ty had tried to deny the possibility that he might actually be the Manifestation of the Flame, but what if he was? He had no idea what it meant. His mother was a dragon. He had no idea what his father was or how well connected he might be to the Flame. But if he was the Manifestation of the Flame, he could stop James. More than that, he might be the only one who could. He needed to fight.

      He had to find that connection and use it. The darkness interfered. He struggled to focus. The dark energy was too much.

      “What do you think you can do with this?”

      “I know what I can do with it. I can feel it,” Ty said.

      Ty tried to free himself. He had to get out. He had to escape. He struggled, straining for the smoke dragon, but he was not there. Ty struggled for Ishantil, but it felt like it was getting pulled away from him. It was all he could do to grasp desperately onto Ishantil’s strength as it slipped through his fingers like a sieve. He couldn’t lose them both.

      Roson was in control. Power was flowing. But it wasn’t just power.

      He felt it. It wasn’t just his power flowing through him. It was Lothinal magic, too. Roson wasn’t just draining him, he was reaching through Ty, deep underground. Roson was connecting to the Flame through Ty’s connection. The magic flowed down into that source of potential.

      Roson wouldn’t have been able to reach that power on his own.

      But connecting to Ty, and his power, had given him a way to do so. And once he did that, what would he do to the dragon? Would he somehow force the dragon to connect to that power? If so, what would happen?

      He had failed.

      Roson laughed. “You provided me all that I needed, ‘Manifestation of the Flame.’”

      Ty wanted to cry out. He wanted to fight him, he wanted to stop him, but he didn’t know how. But he didn’t have to.

      “Help me,” he whispered. The smoke dragon was there, even if their connection was held in check by the dark magic. “I need your help. If he succeeds, all dragonkind will suffer.” Ty was certain of it in a way that he had never been certain of anything.

      The smoke dragon returned, filling him up and pushing back against the darkness crushing Ty. With the smoke dragon came hope. They could do it together. While the dragon strained, Ty also felt it stretching itself thin to reach down, toward the potential beneath them.

      Yes. You’re right!

      It was all there. It always had been, just like the steam fields, the lava flow, and Ishantil. Roson was trying to siphon power from that potential, but Ty could reach it, himself. As he did, he saw the wider connections. Each of the places of power were linked. They all converged here, inside the Dragon’s Jaw at Carn. If Roson managed to taint the power here, he would have tainted it everywhere.

      As he had time and again, he connected to the potential around him. That was the key. It always had been. It was the Flame. New ways of finding the Flame. That was the key. It was the Flame.

      And even if he wasn’t the Manifestation of the Flame, he could do this.

      He reached out, connecting to the potential below. Power surged through the connection. This place was different than the others. He could feel traces of the same powers that he had felt at the other locations. Lava flowed, steam rushed, fire consumed. The power was too much. He couldn’t contain all the energy flowing through him, even with the dark magic siphoning some of it away.

      His body convulsed and glowed with raw potential. He was being consumed from the inside. He had to release it. It was too much. Everything burned. His hands shone like the sun. The dark energy of Lothinal kept pushing, but it was an incomplete energy, unlike that which suffused his being. The magic holding him started to disintegrate.

      Now!

      He released the energy.

      Roson turned to him, raising his hands, but he was not fast enough.

      Ty was the Manifestation of the Flame.

      The power detonated, striking Roson in the chest. His eyes widened as a miniature sun cremated him to nothingness.

      With all the energy expelled, Ty sank to his knees, fell forward, and sank into darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Ty opened his eyes to the sound of fighting all around him. He had passed out from the exertion. It was worse than any of the other times he had channeled the Flame’s potential. It was probably because he had been channeling from all three of the major sources in Nerenal.

      The sense of the smoke dragon wasn’t with him the way he expected. He laid there, just breathing, as the sounds of battle moved closer. First, it came from outside of the walls, and then there came battling from within the Hatchery, and finally, there was movement near him.

      Hands lifted him, raising him from the ground, and Ty rolled his head over to the side to see Gayal guiding him upward.

      “Did you stop them?” Ty asked.

      “What happened?” Her eyes were wide and pretty.

      He looked over to where Roson James had been. There was nothing there. The power of the Flame had destroyed him.

      “It was Roson James. But he’s gone now.”

      “You did something. I could feel it.”

      “What did I do?” Ty asked.

      “You summoned us,” Gayal said.

      There were other Tecal in the yard with him, though he couldn’t see them. His vision blurred, and a haziness surrounded him. Orange and red and yellow. The colors of the Flame.

      “I didn’t know if it would work,” he said.

      She chuckled. “It worked. Though, I think Dorian didn’t want to answer.”

      “Why?”

      “He thought it was a trap,” she said.

      Ty thought that he could see shadows moving around him, and for a moment, they swirled. More of the Order? Lothinal? No. He couldn’t stay awake. A tingling heat swirled inside of him. He just needed to rest. Heat bubbled deep within him. There was just too much left to do.

      He was the Manifestation of the Flame. He could help Albion and Zara.

      More than that, he needed to find his mother.

      He had spent so long searching for her, searching for both her and his father, that he had started to question whether he would ever find them. But now that he had found his father, Ty couldn’t help but hope that he would be able to eventually find his mother, her essence, or her statue.

      But that would involve a search. It would involve looking through other places connected to the Flame. This time, he wouldn’t have to do it alone, either. If he was the Manifestation of the Flame, he could enlist Zara and Albion in that search. More than that, he also had his shadow dragon. Together, they could do anything.

      He summoned what was left of his willpower and tried to finish explaining what had happened to Gayal. “They were going to use their Lothinal magic to taint the Flame. Maybe to destroy it, maybe to control it. I’m not sure which exactly.” He had been rather busy at the time that Roson was explaining himself. Really, it didn’t matter. He had stopped Lothinal. They could no longer attack.

      Gayal guided them forward, though not in the direction he expected.

      “They would not have been able to do that.”

      Ty smiled tightly. “And now they can’t. We stopped them.”

      Gayal glanced over to him, a hint of darkness in her eyes, but then it faded. “We didn’t stop them. You did. All this time we’ve been chasing Lothinal, while they’ve been chasing us, and you have finally managed to defeat Roson James. Hopefully we can begin to remove the threat of the rest of the Order.”

      “Yeah.”

      Ty hoped that they were truly gone.

      “I think I need to rest,” Ty said.

      Gayal touched his arm. There was a hint of warmth that radiated from it, and her shadow cloak fluttered for a moment. “Not yet.”

      “Please,” he said, and it reminded him of how he begged the dragon to help. How he had begged Ishantil to help. They had responded, giving him the power that he had needed.

      Gayal did not. She ignored him, walking him forward. The Tecal around him were moving quickly. Ty could sense an energy radiating off of them. That was new. Stranger still was the fact that he was now acutely aware of the dragons they were connected to. When he had been around the Tecal before, he had known they were connected to dragons, but had never able to see the power they possessed quite like this. It was like when he had been looking upon Zara and the glowing that radiated from her.

      As he looked over to Gayal, he saw a blur on her face. He saw and felt the power of the dragon within her. It was connected to the Flame, leaving the shadowed forms draped around her creating her cloak. He had always thought the dragons went inside of the Tecal, but that wasn’t it at all. The dragon simply enveloped Gayal. It must be the same with his dragons.

      The smoke swirled around him, a faint glowing coming off of him that he had not noticed before. It was similar to the glowing he saw coming off of Gayal’s shadow dragon.

      “Where are you leading me?”

      The energy of dragons all around him was considerable. It had all started after the steam field and seeing the power of Zara. But now it had intensified further and had changed him, somehow.

      “You will stay.” She paused, looking to where Ty had battled Roson James. “I find it interesting that he chose now to attack,” she said. “Why do you think that is?”

      Ty breathed out. “I think he wanted me.” It wasn’t about the dragons or the Tecal or anything other than the Manifestation. And it was time that he admitted that.

      When he looked up to Gayal, he saw something else. There was another faint glowing. It was different, and as he looked at it, he frowned, wondering if perhaps she was connected to more than one dragon but had not acknowledged it. It would’ve made her even more powerful.

      “I want to leave the Hatchery,” he said. “After everything that I’ve been through, I just want to rest. I’m tired, my head hurts, and I’d love to sleep in a bed.”

      Gayal laughed softly. “Oh, I think you’ve earned that much at least.”

      “At least? I think I’ve earned more than just that much. Maybe even some hot food. A glass of wine.” That reminded him. He still needed to confront Bingham. Ty never did get his answers about his mother from him. That meant that he needed to head to Zarinth. Maybe after a nap.

      In the distance, he saw the man that he had saved from Roson James. Not just a man, though. There were wings, a tail much like he saw with Zara, and the faint glow, though brighter than he saw around the dragons with Gayal.

      “Who is that?” Ty asked.

      Gayal looked at him incredulously. “You don’t know?”

      He shook his head, immediately regretted it, and frowned. As Gayal watched him, the dragon—two dragons, he had to remind himself—moved a little bit, fluttering, then fell still again. He wasn’t sure what it was that Gayal did with them. It must be another Tecal secret that she needed to share. How many dragons was she connected to? How many dragons were all of the Tecal connected to?

      There were enough secrets already. Too many secrets. He was getting tired of secrets in general. He was getting tired of searching for answers that he was not supposed to find. He was just tired.

      “I don’t know who he is, but Roson wanted to harm him.”

      “Of course he did,” she said. “Because the man you saved from Roson James is the king.”
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        * * *

      

      The final book of The Dragon Thief: The Dragon King.

      

      Ty’s connection to the Flame is the key to a greater truth.

      After saving the king from the Lothinal attack and defeating Roson James, Ty thinks he will finally have a chance to learn more about his connection to the dragons.

      There’s much to be done, as he’s convinced the Dragon Touched are still compromised, and the threat from Lothinal is not gone, but when the ghost king requests Ty’s help, he has little choice but to help.

      The journey leads Ty toward a different understanding of the kingdom, as well as his connection to the Flame. Secrets long buried may destroy the kingdom—or save it.
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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading The Obsidian Dragon. I hope you enjoyed it. If you would be so kind as to take a moment to leave a review on Amazon or elsewhere, I would be very grateful.

      I’m also always happy to hear from readers! Email me at dkh@dkholmberg.com. I try to respond to each message. Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook as well!

      Review link HERE.

      

      All my best,

      D.K. Holmberg

      

      p.s. If you haven’t signed up already, subscribe to my newsletter for a few free books as well as to be the first to hear about new releases and the occasional giveaway.
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